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ABSTRACT

'This qualitative study voices teachers’and school leaders’ perspectives on teacher leadership in the aftermath of
the educational disruption that lasted over two consecutive academic years. Research studies have documented
the influences of this disruption on teacher leadership as it unfolded in schools worldwide, including in Qatar.
This research examines teacher leadership manifestations after schools reopened for onsite teaching and
learning, and it focuses on the following questions: What are the main changes in teachers’leadership practices
based on teachers’ and school leaders’ perspectives? To what extent did teachers develop different leadership
practices towards students, colleagues, school leaders, and parents? What have teachers taken away from their
experiences during COVID-19 that they will use in classrooms in the future? The sample is comprised of
14 educators working in Qatar government schools. The educators include primary school teachers (V= 10),
vice-principals (V = 3), and a principal (V = 1). Findings reveal that teachers acquired adaptation skills that
they carried to the school context. The educators further expanded their communication skills to encompass
multiple stakeholders inside and outside the school. Lastly, the educators acquired technological skills that
have supported student learning and professional learning. These teacher leadership manifestations were
informal and voluntary and did not have a formal status or recognition. Despite these continuous changes
and new requirements, several manifestations of teacher leadership, which had emerged during the pandemic,
had disappeared. The study thus argues that the relapse of specific teacher leadership indicators may be due
to the failure of policymakers and school administrations to establish systemic and systematic systems that
support teacher leaders. Recommendations for researchers and practetioners are provided.
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INTRODUCTION

In the current phase after the COVID-19 era, the world continues to face uncertainty,
mainly due to enduring economic instability, a rising number of conflict zones, and far-
reaching natural disasters. The consequences of this uncertainty on education and schooling
have been reflected in multiple reports and papers that have called for continued teaching
and learning processes (Chaaban et al., 2021; Hollweck & Doucet, 2020). Although the
impact of the pandemic is predicted to endure in the years to come, schools have since
reopened and teachers have remained on the frontlines of restoring a broken education
system. The challenges confronting teachers are many; yet in any crisis, there is always
opportunity and hope (Campbell, 2020). Calls for re-imagining the education and the
schooling system have accompanied a sincere recognition of teachers’ exceptional roles and
the need to support them (DeMatthews et al., 2020; Hollweck & Doucet, 2020) especially

as their roles evolve and take on new meanings.

Scholars worldwide have examined teacher leadership practices during the pandemic to
identify areas that need development and investment (Arar et al., 2022; Chaaban et al.,
2021; Mila, 2022; Stone-Johnson & Weiner, 2020). In the past, educators faced many
uncertain situations due to natural crises or different conditions inside and outside schools
(Mutch, 2015; Myers, 2014). However, only a few studies have explored teacher leadership

practices before, during, and after uncertain times in the last decades.

Notably, during the COVID-19 pandemic and from the beginning of school closures,
teacher leadership was manifested through several practices and roles documented in studies
worldwide (Aslan et al.,, 2020; Campbell, 2020; Chaaban et al., 2021). New teacher
leadership roles emerged as teachers reported using new technologies, supporting
colleagues, solving emerging problems, and responding to parents and students alike
(Harris, 2020). Teachers influenced their colleagues in many ways, such as by providing
professional development, offering instructional support and maintaining social
connections. Other studies explored teacher leadership practices in response to the need to
rapidly adapt to remote teaching and learning and to the use of new digital tools
(Adarkwah, 2020; Anderson & Hira, 2020). In addition, teachers were expected to
leverage remote, hybrid and in-person methods while coping with issues related to
health, safety, and uncertainty (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020;
Sharma et al., 2022). Teachers thus became a beacon for how teacher leadership may
ensure continued teaching and learning opportunities in a disrupted educational system.

The new teaching practices that emerged during the pandemic were expected to provide
superior learning opportunities after the pandemic (Brooks et al., 2022; Chaaban et al,,
2021; 2022). Previous studies have anticipated that teacher leadership could prompt
sustainable teaching and learning quality and school improvement efforts (Killion et al.,
2016; Wenner & Campbell, 2017; York-Barr & Duke, 2004) and that teachers who are
aware of their influence and leadership practices have the potential to become instrumental
in shifting educational opportunities toward successful learning outcomes. Furthermore,
teacher leadership has been considered one of the main factors in enhancing effective
education recovery because teachers can easily develop proper practices inside and outside
their classrooms (Eltanahy, 2018). Other studies have indicated that teachers can lead

48



Teacher Leadership in Times of Uncertainty

teams and engage in professional development as teachers know best what works in their
contexts and how to promote learning for their peers (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2009; Klein
& Schwanenberg, 2022).

The pandemic showed that the provision of educational opportunities during uncertain
times does not depend on a country’s wealth because some wealthy countries discontinued
teaching and learning until late 2020 (Chaaban et al.,2021). However, there is a need to voice
the experiences of educators from the field in different contexts, including Arab countries.
While some studies, such as that by Chaaban et al. (2021) were conducted in the early
months of the pandemic, there is a need to explore the sustainability of teacher leadership
practices and acknowledge the lessons learned by educators in the field. Policymakers
and world leaders have engaged in extensive discussions about the need for transforming
education (https://www.un.org/en/transforming-education-summit), which highlights the
necessity to explore teacher leadership in uncertain times and whether teachers’ expertise
and leadership skills are utilised and institutionalised. This study was conducted to answer
the following questions:

1. What are the main changes in teachers’ leadership practices from the
perspective of teachers and school leaders?

2. To what extent did teachers develop different leadership practices
towards students, colleagues, school leaders, and parents?

3. What have teachers taken away from their experiences during

COVID-19 that they will use in future classrooms?

Conceptualising Teacher Leadership

According to the systematic review by York-Barr and Duke (2004), teacher leadership is the
“process by which teachers, individually or collectively, influence their colleagues, principals,
and other members of school communities to improve teaching and learning practices with
the aim of increased student learning and achievement” (pp. 287-288). Their review revealed
that teacher leadership entails effectively engaging, influencing, and cooperating with
individuals and organisations to facilitate improved teaching and learning in the following
dimensions: (a) coordination and management, (b) school or district curriculum work, (c)
professional development of colleagues, (d) participation in school change/improvement,
(e) parent and community involvement, (f) contribution to the teaching profession, and (g)
pre-service teacher education. Further, Wang and Xia (2020) expanded this view of teacher
leadership and identified five vital overlapping themes related to teacher leadership: (a)
influence in leading others, (b) leading with others, (c) leading collegial relationships, (d)

leading teacher learning, and (e) leading for teaching and learning.

Laiand Cheung (2015), for instance, concluded that “both adapting and capacitating teacher
leaders demonstrated a significant initiative to negotiate with the school surroundings
to establish facilitative school conditions for better teaching and learning” (p. 689). It is
noteworthy, however, that most teachers do not even know that they have the potential to

develop leadership practices (Sawalhi & Chaaban, 2021).
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Extant literature has by concluding that every teacher can intentionally and unintentionally
influence others, differentiated between teacher leadership and teacher leaders. In addition,
teachers practice leadership in formal, informal, positional, and non-positional ways

(Nguyen et al., 2019; Schott et al., 2020; Wenner & Campbell, 2017).

Teacher leadership practices have three targets of influence: People, teams and organisational
capability (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). Teachers’ leadership practices influence students
in and outside classrooms (Augustsson & Bostrom, 2012; Shah & Ilyas Khan, 2020).
However, scholars are still investigating teacher leadership’s impact on students’ outcomes
and performance. Besides students, teacher leadership is well known for developing and
improving teachers’ professional practices (Hunzicker, 2019; Prenger et al., 2021; Schott
et al., 2020). Furthermore, teacher leadership improves school leaders’ practices and
environment (Hallinger & Walker, 2017; Hunter, 2012). The people and teams who
are targets of influence include parents and other national and international
stakeholders, such as professional learning communities and policy developers (Bangs
& Frost, 2015; Campbell, 2017). In their systematic review, Schott et al. (2020) showed
that teachers could help parents conquer “learned helplessness,” which is commonly used
to refer to learners’ lack of confidence. However, studies show that the relationship
between teacher learning and the translation of that learning into practice is in no way
linear.

There are many benefits to schools and schooling when teacher leadership is a
common practice. Teacher leadership enables teachers to collaborate with their peers
to develop relationships and establish lines of communication (Poekert, 2012). In
doing so, teacher leaders debunk any notions of superiority or competence that may
otherwise discourage teachers from cooperating with them by showing their peers that
they are nonsupervisory, nonthreatening partners (Mangin, 2005). Teacher leaders
may engage in moderate “nudging” toward instructional improvement once

relationships are established (Ackerman & Mackenzie, 2006).

While many studies claim that teacher leadership aims to increase student achievement,
this does not indicate enhancing test scores only (Nguyen et al., 2019; Schott et al., 2020;

Wenner & Campbell, 2017). Within the classroom, teacher leadership practices entail
various strategies and procedures that aim to create opportunities for students based on their
needs. Outside the classroom, teacher leadership provides a broad perspective of teachers’
influence across their careers as the leadership relates to educational systems,
structures, and practices in and outside the teachers’ classrooms and communities. For
the most part, teachers have been observed to participate in various activities that help
them improve their critical consciousness over time. These activities also help the
teachers strengthen their capacity for self-reflection as they encounter, examine and
overcome obstacles. The activities and beliefs of teachers are linked and mutually
beneficial. Teachers re-evaluate their prior views when adopting new practices, and this

reevaluation influences their subsequent practices (Oppi et al, 2022). Furthermore,
according to Hairon and Goh (2015), teacher leadership improves professional learning

by fostering collegial ties, encouraging teachers’ learning, and aiding in the adjustment of
the teachers’ practices.
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Developing Teacher Leadership

Under normal circumstances, teachers tend to develop their leadership practices gradually
over time. We believe, as do many educators, that teachers develop their leadership
skills while developing their teaching and learning practices (Katzenmeyer & Moller,
2001). Researchers indicate that teacher leadership developmental progression includes
collaboration, self-reflection and modelling. However, risk-taking, which is one of the main
characteristics of this progression, is not seen in teacher leadership developmental stages

(Jacques et al., 2016).

Studies on teacher leadership during COVID-19 showed that individuals within schools
became capable of dealing with challenges and adapting faster than expected, and school
leaders encouraged learning, sharing new ideas, and innovation (Chaaban et al., 2021;
2022). Systematic reviews show that there is a lack of research on teacher leadership in
times of uncertainty before COVID-19 (Nguyen et al., 2019; Schott et al., 2020; Wenner
& Campbell, 2017).

Teacher Leadership During Educational Disruption

During school closures, parental involvement and participation in teacher networks and
professional learning communities become a vivid outcome of teacher leadership (Chaaban
et al., 2021; Schott et al., 2020). Several researchers continue to explore the side effects of
this disruption. Several other studies provided empirical evidence about the nature and
quality of teacher leadership practices that emerged during the pandemic.

Some studies focused on teachers’struggles with the transition to online learning, specifically
in primary schools where the teachers were required to use new tools although there was
scant preparation and readiness (Gudmundsdottir & Hathaway, 2020; Hollweck & Doucet,
2020). Other papers focused on how teachers worked together meaningfully to support
each other, school leaders, and students and their parents during a time of ambiguity and
uncertainty (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020; Nguyen & Ng, 2020). In contrast, other researchers
called for reigniting teacher leadership as a means for reimagining education systems, as
teachers become catalysts for educational change (Campbell, 2020). A common thread
across empirical studies was the notion that educational disruption generated numerous
challenges for schools and challenged the status quo, which educationalists and researchers
have attempted to do for many years. Despite these challenges, educational disruption was
considered an opportunity for teachers to execute their professional learning and leadership
practices in ways deemed impossible in the past (Campbell, 2020).

Many teachers were found to embrace school-wide leadership roles and responsibilities
in creative and innovative ways (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020), such as establishing strong
ties with students and parents despite social distancing, managing the transition to online
learning, implementing new forms of pandemic pedagogies, and maintaining sustainable
relationships with colleagues (Chaaban et al., 2021). Extending the lessons learned during
the pandemic to other emergencies, including the kinds of support that can be provided
for teachers and students and how teachers can influence different stakeholders at the same
time, remains to be seen.

51



Rania Sawalhi and Youmen Chaaban

Conceptual Framework

In Sawalhi’s study (2019), 96 teachers (males and females) were interviewed in 2017-2018
to explore the nature of teacher leadership from their perspectives. Teacher leadership’s
formal and informal practices have been found to influence others in an orbit model (see
Figure 1). Teachers can engage in dynamic interactions at different levels, including with
students, other teachers, administrative staff, school leaders, parents, the broader community,
and national and international collaborations. The model also emphasises that a teacher’s
influence is not a linear process but a dynamic, interactive one.

Figure 1. Orbit model

Although previous studies mentioned that teacher leadership spheres and domains are
related to influence (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2012; Grant, 2017), most studies explored
teacher leadership impact on one level at a time for instance, by examining teacher leadership
practices with students or their impact on students, or teacher leadership professional
activities with colleagues. However, Webber and colleagues (2023, p. 7) explain how teacher
leaders’ spheres of influence start from teachers “in their pursuit of professional growth, it
is important that teacher leaders engage in critical reflection of their professional practices

and challenge the assumptions and beliefs that they and colleagues may hold.”

Following the orbit model, this study presented results to explore the teacher leadership
circle of influence before and during the pandemic.

Context of the Study

The context of this study is the Qatari educational system has been recently scrutinised on
the basis of low student performance, high attrition rates and shifting landscape (Chaaban
& Du, 2017; Chaaban et al., 2023). The centralised nature of this educational system is
translated into the managerial role played by the The Ministry of Education and Higher
Education (MOEHE) in the country. As opposed to private and international schools
in the country, government schools are managed and regulated by MOEHE. Due to the
centralised nature of the education system, MOEHE plays a decisive role in overseeing
curriculum implementation, student distribution, funding allocations and teacher
recruitment. Despite its fairly regulatory role of private schools, the MOEHE allows more
autonomy for decision-making in all aspects of their operation.

When COVID-19 was announced as a global pandemic, the MOEHE took a decisive role
in shifting all learning online (Chaaban et al., 2021). Following this period, government
schools in Qatar opened for face-to-face teaching and learning for the academic year 2021-
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2022. Although the reopening process was gradual, all government schools were operating
at full capacity within the first few months of that academic year. MOEHE also offered
teachers professional development opportunities depending on the changing requirements
of the education system. For instance, a new digital platform was launched immediately
after schools reopened in response to the challenges faced during online learning with the
old system. All teachers were required to take the training offered by MOEHE to learn
how to use the new system.

Generally speaking, the Qatari educational landscape can be characterised as continuous
change and improvement that sometimes result in less-than-desirable effects on teacher
readiness and acceptability. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers in government
schools had been accustomed to educational reforms, which had become a fixed staple of
their school experiences. Many such reforms had been rolled out without careful planning
and vanished shortly thereafter (Du et al., 2019). Although the educational reform in

Qatar was based on borrowing educational policies and programmes from Western
countries, the term teacher leadership was not used (Sawalhi & Sellami, 2021). However,

MOEHE provides formal and informal teacher leadership opportunities, such as
forming teacher advisory committees to represent teachers and share ideas with
policymakers.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design

This study utilised qualitative phenomenology as an approach to gain insight into the
lived experiences of teachers in Qatar government schools and explore the teachers’
personal beliefs, knowledge, interpretations and actions (Ivankova & Creswell, 2009).
This research thus emphasised educators’ experiences and subjective interpretations of
teacher leadership, and the educators’ voices precede any a priori assumptions,
definitions or theoretical framework. We assumed that the participants’ lived
experiences would support a detailed description of the nature of teacher leadership
manifestations beyond the disruption to education caused by COVID-19.

A reflective and inductive approach was adopted, and it involved gathering insight
into participants’ lived experiences after schools reopened for face-to-face classes. The
researchers obtained permission from the Qatari MOEHE to conduct the study, while
ethics clearance was obtained from the Qatar University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) committee. After these initial approvals, schools were contacted for participation.

Participants

The current study investigated educators’ perspectives on sustained teacher
leadership manifestations assumed during school closures. The decision was made
to focus on government schools fully regulated by MOEHE. Further, similar contextual
and structural factors have been known to influence leadership in these schools as they
follow a centralised system of operation.

E-mails were sent to all primary government schools in Qatar, and the first three schools
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to respond were recruited. Accordingly, two schools with a population of female students
and another with a population of male students were selected to participate in the study.
Each school was requested to nominate up to five teachers alongside the principal and/or
the vice-principal (VP) to participate in semi-structured interviews. The sample comprised
10 primary school teachers, 3 VPs and 1 school principal (V = 14). Table 1 presents the
participants from each school.

All participants were females, which reflects the teacher demographics in primary schools
in Qatar. Data from the school principals and VPs were used to validate the findings and
provide a deep understanding of the provision of teacher leadership.

Table 1. Participants from each school

School Participant Subject taught Years of experience
T1 English 9
School A T2 Science 30
VP Islam 29
T1 Math 8
T2 Science 10
School B T3 1T 12
T4 English 24
VP Science 21
T1 Science 16
T2 Science 4
T3 English 10
School C
T4 Social sciences 12
VP Arabic 14
PR Science 24

Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews that allowed participants to express
their views and reflect on their teacher leadership practices freely and without restrictions.
One interview schedule was developed for teachers and a separate one was developed for
principals/VPs. An interview guideline was created to support the interviewees in discussing
their perspectives. It included several domains: student needs, technology use, professional
learning, peer collaborations, school leadership support and parental engagement. The
interviews with the school leaders were meant to triangulate the data gathered from the
teachers and included inquiring about teachers’ experiences in their schools.

Each interview lasted approximately 40 to 60 minutes. The interviews were conducted in
Arabic, the participants’ mother tongue. The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
and analysed using a data-driven and code-oriented approach, thus allowing for the
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construction of meaning using the themes embedded in the collected data. The transcripts
were read by the authors individually, as they searched for meaning and took notes of initial
impressions. Several open coding strategies recommended by Saldana (2011) were adopted
in this stage. The data emerging from the individual cases were grouped for each school and
then compared across the three participating schools. The next step included a thorough
discussion of emerging codes and recurrent categories used to reduce the data. This process
resulted in reaching a consensus on how the data could be further condensed, labelled and
sorted. Finally, only specific instances of transcripts used in this report were translated into
English and used to provide empirical evidence for the identified themes.

FINDINGS

This study aimed to explore teacher leadership during uncertain times such as the
COVID-19 pandemic in response to the research questions:

1. What are the main changes in teachers’ leadership practices according to
teachers and school leaders’ perspectives?

2. To what extent did teachers develop different leadership practices towards
students, colleagues, school leaders, and parents?

3. What have teachers taken away from their experiences during COVID-19 that
they will use in future classrooms?

The results will be presented according to three main themes: First is a demonstration
of leadership, which refers to self-described personal growth, and second is leadership
in action, which shows the changes in teacher leadership practices towards the main
domains mentioned in the circle of influence/orbit model (students, colleagues, parents
and community, and national and international contributions), which answers the second
research question. Unfortunately, some aspects of teacher leadership did not stand the
test of transitioning to a face-to-face environment and teachers are still shifting between
pre- and during-COVID-19 practices. The results related to the third question as main
takeaways were mentioned in the third theme in addition some comments were mentioned
in previous themes to avoid repeating that teachers stated that they are still exploring new
practices.

These themes are presented in the following sections:
Demonstrating Leadership

To answer question one, the interviewees were asked to share the main changes in their
teaching and learning and leadership practices as well as their success stories. Their
comments showed self-discovery and growth mainly in dealing with continuous changes,
remote and in-person learning, and sharing ideas with colleagues and school leadership.
Although teachers did not consider their new actions as leadership practices, they showed
their willingness to collaborate with school leaders and other teachers in their school and
other schools to develop their practices and share ideas.

Interestingly, the findings reveal that teachers who had previously demonstrated resistance
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to change and used to complain about dealing with students acquired “flexibility” and “a
welcoming attitude” toward returning to face-to-face learning. One VP said that teachers
were “iron ladies” because they were able to manage challenges related to “students, parents,
ministry requirements, and zigzagging decisions,” which were needed in returning to
school. Further, several teachers noted a shift in attitude towards ministerial directives:
teachers “stopped complaining and were ready to implement any regulation.” Most teachers
also noted their ability to “accept change from the ministry as they were used to it by now.”
While acknowledging the influence of change on their workload and effort, the teachers
noted that “everyone is trying their best, and it will take some time for things to settle.”

Another encouraging finding was teachers’ sustainable technological skills. Teachers
commented on their ability to learn and adapt new technologies and requirements “without
hesitation or thinking.” They continued to use technological tools and applications even
after the students returned to school. Most teachers expressed their increased confidence
in searching for new information and sharing new ideas. Many teachers discussed their
interest in searching for new technological tools and applications with features that were
relevant to content and students. As T9 explained, teachers developed skills in “selecting
and evaluating the usefulness of applications for student learning.”

Teachers’ need for technological tools as a medium for ongoing learning opportunities also
“forced them out of their comfort zone and made them keen learners of technology.” These
skills were considered as “remaining relevant to student learning” and “should never be lost.”
Although all interviewees highlighted the need to utilise technologies, interviewees noted
that “we need to provide learning opportunities according to the needs of the students and
the country. We need to study other approaches such as those taken by the German and
Finnish schooling systems.”

Teachers returned to the classroom after a two-year disruption, and this disruption
disconnected them from their previous ways of planning and teaching. In this respect,
several teachers discussed how they had to “relearn how to make plans for face-to-face
learning and design group works differently.” One VP discussed how “some teachers
resorted to traditional teaching methods, and required some reminders at the beginning
of the academic year to ensure student engagement and motivation.” Yet most teachers
viewed the incorporation of “enjoyment” and “interaction” in their lessons as two important
criteria for using new technologies. They observed “students’ distraction” and students’
“inability to focus” and “confusion” and “needed to give them time to adjust to the classroom
environment.” The teachers described students’ joy when students returned to school and
highlighted that “teachers were even happier than the students as they really missed them.”

The teachers also expressed a renewed commitment toward student learning as they
contemplated elements of learning loss and concerns for student well-being. The teachers
became “very focused on students, who were at risk, so they had to focus even more on
their learning and find out their levels to help them.” One teacher observed that “low
achievers were mostly impacted by the school closure, whereas some students actually did
better at home.” Such observations were made by the teachers who “noticed a quick gain
among students since they returned,” which prompted them to further “monitor students’
progress in the following semester.” For one grade 3 teacher, “students had not acquired
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the basic skills in grades 1 and 2 and could not keep up with science lessons.” She
addressed the importance of “going back to the basics to teach them reading and writing

skills before moving forward.” In response to learning loss, several teachers designed
make-up lessons for students with low grades. Notably though, these teachers did not
recognise their work as influencing others or pertaining to teacher leadership as they
assumed that “it was the norm and duty.”

Regarding self-described leadership growth, teachers discovered new skills and attitudes
such as being flexible. Some teachers shifted from being against technology to advocating
and training others to use it. Furthermore, although school leaders did not request it, some
teachers devised ways to help others, and the school leaders did not stop these teachers.

'The following sections show domains where teachers influenced others.

Leadership in Action

Following the orbit model mentioned earlier in this study to answer research question two,
this section provides results for the areas in which teachers influenced and focused during
the pandemic and which might influence their future practices. At the core of the teacher
leader’s conceptual underpinning lies influence. The teachers and principals participating in
this study explored this notion with multiple stakeholders within the school and beyond.
The following sections show examples of teacher leadership practices related to students,
colleagues, school leadership and parents in that order.

Students

Because teachers relied on MOEHE ready-made videos and teaching resources during
the pandemic, they shifted from using these materials to planning for their students.
Despite being aware of students’ learning loss, as indicated above, all participating teachers
described changes to students’behaviours after they returned to the classroom. The teachers
revealed some students had become alienated from school rules and regulations. While
the teachers expected compliance, many students were “unable to adapt to the new tasks
and requirements, even basic things like sitting at their desks, following rules, doing
homework and listening to the teacher.” For others, getting students to go back to paper-
based learning was a challenge as “students did not want to write and wanted to use their
computers instead.” Most teachers believed in the importance of reintroducing textbooks,
which created “some resistance from the students who preferred technology.”

Accordingly, several teachers noted difficulties in managing and maintaining classroom
order. For some teachers, resorting to establishing positive relationships with students
was considered the solution. These teachers tried to provide a supportive environment

where the students became confident in asking for help. They also admitted that they
needed to pay increased attention to the importance of connecting to students at a

personal level during school closures as they were concerned with students’ completion of
tasks.

Notably, teachers did not focus on well-being issues. When inquiries about students’ well-
being were made, all teachers explained they had not been involved in catering to students’
well-being needs because most of the teachers’ attention had been on issues of learning loss
and classroom management. The school principals, however, had professed to know about
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issues related to student well-being, such as experiencing the divorce of parents, financial
issues, and loss of family or friends. Yet the principals admitted to “not attending to these
issues in a way that was satisfying.”

Teachers did not find or create opportunities to influence students because the teachers
were focused on MOEHE requirements and following instructions. Teachers described
being restricted in their ability to cater to students’ needs due to strict ministerial
regulations. Given the centralised nature of the system, the teachers were apprehensive of
the need to heed ministerial directives administered by their school leaders. Some teachers
considered their school leaders to be “understanding of their needs,” yet “when it came to
the ministry, they had no choice but to make sure the teachers were following them.” The
teachers called for ministerial directives to “ease a little” and “provide space for teachers to
plan and teach their students according to their needs.” One school leader also stated that
“they need to provide learning opportunities according to the needs of the students and
the country, not just adopting what other countries are doing.” The leader mentioned that
teachers needed the autonomy to “design curricula for times of crisis that focus on students’
basic skills and that equipped them to deal with new situations” and that “there were other
more urgent needs that should be met than to follow a yearly plan.” In contemplating the
usefulness of online learning, all the teachers agreed that primary students needed face-to-
face interactions. Nevertheless, the teachers were reluctant to support hybrid learning due
to “the extra tasks that the ministry will request.”

Colleagues

Compared to the situation during initial school closures, teachers and school leaders noted
diminished collaboration among teachers after reopening. Once schools reopened, teachers
described workload burdens and time constraints that inhibited their ability to work closely
with other teachers. Accordingly, teachers described collaborations as a formality and
requirement and not “an urgent need as before.”

Further, because teachers must engage in professional development according to ministerial
directives, some teachers took the initiative to execute these directives voluntarily using
similar video conferencing tools to those they had previously used during school closures.
'The teachers noted that the accessibility of professional development increased due to online
training and various resources. One teacher mentioned how she supported her colleagues
individually to customise their professional development according to their needs as “some
teachers may need more one-on-one help, while others are quick to learn.” The school
leaders, however, favoured face-to-face professional development because “teachers are
required to apply new techniques, and need to practice and interact with the trainer and
colleagues.” Another objection against online professional development was that “teachers
might minimise the screen and do other things during the training session.”

School leadership

Teachers felt that they could share ideas via groups more easily than before. VP2 was happy
that teachers were proactive in suggesting new ideas and strategies. The results revealed that
most teachers’ contributions were related to instructional practices after students returned
to school.
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School leaders appreciate the fact that teachers were flexible and understanding regarding
continuous changes and tried their best. VP1 said it was mission impossible because
teachers would be informed late Thursday (our last working day) that a new timetable
would be implemented on Sunday (the first day of our work week). The teachers would try
to adjust their plans and prepare for the new requirements. T8 said, “We all were reacting,
no time to think or reflect.”

Moreover, teachers faced challenges related to new administrative tasks such as the student
attendance system or documentation using the new templates. Notably, MOEHE did
not train subject coordinators, and teachers had to act according to their assumptions and
understanding, which they tried to communicate to students and parents.

Parents

When schools reopened, they followed specific protocols for contacting parents and
coordinating with social workers. In contrast, during COVID-19, teachers used WhatsApp,
direct calls, Microsoft Teams and many other ways to follow up with students and their
parents. Currently, teachers are allowed to use their mobiles in many schools.

Regarding their relationships with parents, all teachers clearly noted reduced communication
with parents. Typically, they explained that “during school closures, the parent played a
major role, especially that [sic] students are in the primary grades.” However, once students
were back at school, they described a restricted approach toward communication protocols.
'The response reduced these connections to those which “were necessary, such as students are
falling behind or having difficulty following classroom rules.” The notion that the ministry
regulates parental involvement through specific protocols reduced the degree of freedom
for teachers to contact parents regularly.

Despite all the challenges primary students faced during the pandemic, the findings show
that teachers need to communicate with parents to differentiate their practices according
to the impact of uncertainty because some families faced loss, economic impact, or other
issues.

Main Takeaways

Results for the third research question indicated that teachers needed time to reflect and
think about the new requirements. Time was a luxury during the pandemic and teachers
tried their best to improve teaching and learning opportunities. However, the teachers
indicated that they need to explore other systems such as Finnish schooling and try out
new learning opportunities during normal times.

Teachers further tried to identify the lessons they learned. Firstly, they noticed that some
students preferred online learning and that these students’ performance increased. They
started discussing ways of designing new opportunities for students. Interviewees still
needed to increase their openness towards online, face-to-face, or hybrid teaching and
learning. All teachers were against teaching primary students online only. However, the
teachers were reluctant to support hybrid learning due to the extra tasks that MOEHE
would request them to do. Second, the teachers said that MOEHE needs to provide space
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for teachers to plan and teach their students according to their needs. Teachers shared their
students’ needs with school leadership. All interviewees stated that there was a need to
educate parents and communities on how to deal with new changes and provide support.
In addition, MOEHE staft should be trained on new demands and requirements during
times of uncertainty. One teacher mentioned that “there is a need to design curricula for
times of crisis that focus on basic skills and that equip learners to deal with new situations.”
Third, teachers highlighted the fact that MOEHE and school leaders need to take care of
them by motivating them and recognising their efforts and needs.

Teachers did not use data to describe their successes or failures. Instead, the teachers were

content with obtaining agreement from others in their school. For instance, teachers would
« . » «

say: “school leaders accepted my idea” and “my colleagues were happy and learned from

my new strategies.” Teachers explained how they taught during in-person teaching: they

had to keep students distanced and wearing masks and they were not able to use previous

teaching strategies, such as group work. However, school leaders mentioned that teachers

could have developed other ways of applying teaching strategies, but it seemed “teachers
were shocked and not able to relate.”

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

'The teachers in this study reported that there were new changes and requirements for daily
tasks. These changes in their responsibilities crossed nearly every professional relationship:
students, colleagues, school leaders and parents. In addition, teachers reflected on their
professional growth and practices.

For the first research question, findings revealed that teachers stopped complaining
and focused on teaching and learning continuity despite facing stress and uncertainties.
This finding is consistent with previous studies in Qatar and in neighbouring Arab
countries (Arar et al., 2022; Chaaban et al.,, 2021). However, continuous changes in
ministerial decisions did not allow teachers to reflect, and educators were under great

pressure to meet specific expectations without questioning the context or the students’
needs. Interestingly, studies showed that teachers tried to find or create new opportunities

early in the pandemic (Chaaban et al., 2021; Chaaban et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 2022)
while the findings of this research reveal that teachers are not willing to take a risk or even
continue the new practices they learned during uncertain times. This exciting finding
needs further exploration to compare teachers’ leadership practices in regular and
uncertain times as previous studies show that teacher leaders tend to take risk and

advocate (Webber et al., 2023).

The findings show that teachers identify success criteria to include things such as
engaging students. However, there are core requirements such as students’ well-being or
other learning needs that teachers do not consider a priority. Previous studies discussed the
importance of pedagogy over technology (Adarkwah, 2020; Hsu & Lin, 2020), while this
study indicated teachers focus more on using technology than on content.

Furthermore, using technology in professional development raised many concerns about
the quality of online training and the ability to apply new skills compared to face-to-
face professional development and follow-up. These concerns indicate the need to redesign
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professional development opportunities and avoid a one-size-fits-all approach, but instead
provide multiple personalised learning opportunities (Chaaban et al., 2021)

Regarding the teacher leadership circle of influence/orbit model, the findings indicate
that teachers faced many challenges related to students such as new behaviours, learning
loss and emotional needs. However, teachers still needed to provide solutions to deal with
the new requirements, which had increased, compared to early in the pandemic. School
leaders indicated that teachers were in shock and needed reminders of basic tasks and
teaching and learning activities. Teachers assumed that they were focusing on students’
learning, while in reality they were focusing on implementing ministerial decisions without
reflecting on their students’ context and needs. For example, school leaders had to remind
teachers of basic practices, such as preparing their classes before students resumed in-
person learning and applying and designing educational activities, such as group work,
despite social distancing and health requirements. Further studies need to be conducted
to explore teacher leadership practices during and after COVID-19. Webber and others
(2023, p. 8) indicate that “teacher leaders feel obliged to serve the interests of students and
colleagues throughout their schools.” However, teachers in uncertain times need to identify
students’ needs and reevaluate their resources.

For the third question, results showed the need to clarify what type of data could be used
during uncertain times and how teachers can identify progress and achievements at their
personal level or for all domains mentioned in the orbit model and for school improvement.
Notable that Leithwood (2007) claim that teacher leadership is a movement rather than
evidence-based practice.

Although teachers accomplished great and rapid changes that affected all their areas of
influence, they did not proactively identify new needs and develop solutions to deal with
new requirements. Table 2 summarises these key findings.

Table 2. Key findings

Domain Early pandemic In-person learning late-pandemic

Student Strict; no direct contact with Trying to identify new behaviours
students.

Colleagues Sharing information and Sharing ideas upon request

supporting others.

Launching new initiatives and

volunteering.
School leadership ~ Proactive and continuous School leaders reminding teachers of
discussions. basic tasks
Parents Using different channels and Controlled communication
engaging during after-school
hours.

The results show the importance of equipping teachers to identify the needs of students
and to deal with changes in the students’ behaviours to improve classroom management
and design teaching and learning activities and assessment methods and strategies. There is
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a need to support teachers in designing curricula that consider main competencies during
times of uncertainty; such an endeavour needs to be supported by ministerial staff’ and
school leaders. The findings also showed the need to reflect on the use of technology and
explore the best schooling options, such as in-person or hybrid learning (Crompton et al.,
2022). Because teachers experience different forms and types of professional development
such as F2F and online training, school leaders need to support teachers to develop their
own continuous professional development plan through shared leadership, intentional
opportunities to practice leadership with coaching, and feedback when needed to help
teachers develop successfully.

In addition, educators need to clarify that communicating with parents involves more
than just sharing information. Epstein (1985) identified six types of parental involvement,
including parenting, learning and decision-making. COVID-19 was identified as a
pandemic, and each community faced various uncertainties. Because teachers and school
leaders encountered great difficulty in performing new tasks to help students, families
and communities in the aftermath of social-emotional and economic consequences and
learning loss, teachers and school leaders must think and act in new ways. Webber and
others (2023) state that the most important relationship school can forge is with parent as
studies how that parents supports student learning, develop joint problem-solving ability
and informs decisions about their children.

Moreover, educators need to utilise new opportunities and build on lessons learned from
their experience. They need to resist going back to the way things were because it was only
working for some students. These lessons learned and shared by the teachers and school
leaders could be developed as future research agendas.
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