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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic caused schools around the world to enter uncharted territory. Due to
the unprecedented nature of the educational crisis, it was important to examine how teacher
agency may have been affected. Teacher agency can have important implications for school
climate, policy, and the experience of stakeholders. The main focus of this study was to cultivate
an understanding of secondary English teachers’ perceptions of agency as they navigated
teaching throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. An ecological framework was used to examine
teachers’ experiences of agency in the context of COVID-19. The study utilized a basic
qualitative design with in-depth interviews serving as the data source. Transcripts were analyzed
using inductive hand-coding and comparative analysis, and then synthesized for thematic
connections. As a result of the qualitative interviews, six key themes emerged. The themes
included: (1) From Face-to-Face to Faceless: How Student Engagement Impacted Teachers, (2):
“I had no Paper.”: How COVID Changed Teachers’ Workload and Roles, (3) The Necessity of
Flexibility and Innovation in Times of Crisis, (4) “We Put Everybody’s Brain in a Blender”:
Mental Health and Socio-Emotional Well-Being, (5) “Wiggle Room,” and How Agency Plays
out Within a Bureaucratic Public School System, and (6) Looking Forward. The synthesized
findings contributed to the literature by providing valuable insight into teachers’ lived
experiences and perceptions of agency during COVID-19. Additionally, the need for intentional
and sustained attention to teachers’ mental health and for improvement in supporting new and
inexperienced teachers in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic emerged as key points of
significance. The study also suggests the need for future research, namely in examining the
changes COVID-19 has had on teachers’ agency and the possible long-term effects on education.

Keywords: Teacher agency, secondary teachers, English education, COVID-19



Chapter 1: Introduction
“We don’t even have a language for this emotion, in which the wonderful comes wrapped
in the terrible, joy in sorrow, courage in fear. We cannot welcome disaster, but we can
value the responses, both practical and psychological.”
—Rebecca Solnit

A Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraordinary Communities that Arise in Disaster

Between 2020-2022 the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted nearly every aspect of
education, including P-12 and higher education contexts. According to the National Conference
of State Legislatures (NCSL), teachers, students, professors, and other stakeholders have
experienced nearly constant change and even “whiplash” over the past few semesters as schools
and policymakers struggled to navigate unprecedented conditions for teaching and learning
(NCSL, 2021). These rapid changes to social and educational structures may have long lasting
effects on students and teachers that remain to be seen. The president of the Southern Regional
Education Board (SREB), Stephen Pruitt (2020) posited that if times are “unprecedented,” so are
teachers’ responses; he described that, in the face of the pandemic, teachers were collaborating,
working together, utilizing technology, and prioritizing students in new ways. The dynamic,
lived experiences of teacher agency, at the intersection of changing educational contexts, was the
primary area of interest for this study.

My preliminary interest in teacher agency stems from my own classroom experience. I
spent several years working in a school often described by the local community and school
system as “urban” and “underperforming.” In my time at this school, I taught 9-12% grade

English in an environment that became increasingly stifled and limited by a district-wide
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preoccupation with test scores. Anecdotally, I often felt that teachers’ experiences, insights, and
creativity were passed over or set aside in favor of prescriptive and scripted lesson plans centered
on test-related skills. This approach seemed to encourage getting necessary material into
students’ brains faster rather than fostering real-world skills or passion for material. My
experience frequently left me feeling disengaged and discouraged. I often felt that teachers and
students were suffering, reigned over by the need to produce test scores. When I taught seniors, |
worried further that I was sending students into the world with the skill to identify a theme on a
multiple-choice test (if nostalgic was an option, it was always the answer), but without the ability
to write about their passions, construct coherent e-mails, or make a strong case for why a policy
should change. In other words, while I was teaching test-taking skills, my students were missing
out on English-related life and composition skills. Arguably, these missing skills could hinder
full democratic participation in the processes that affect their lives and further disenfranchise
low-income communities of color (Levinson, 2014). As a result of my own experiences, and
recognition of the ubiquity of this problem, I came to realize more research on teacher agency,
specifically in the new socio-educational context during COVID-19, was needed.
Background

Agency, as a social theory, relates to the ability of an individual to influence and/or
contribute to realities relating to the workplace or other aspects of life (Billett, 2006, 2008;
Leijen et al., 2019). Social theories of agency have been built in recent decades from Deweyian
perspectives and have their roots in Dewey’s theory of reflective thinking (Biesta et al., 2015;
Biesta & Tedder, 2006; Dewey, 1933; Leijen et al., 2019). Emirbayer and Mische (1998) use the
phrase the chordal triad of agency to refer to the terms iterative, practical-evaluative, and

projective. In this model, agency is tied to past experiences, the analysis of trajectories and
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demands, and to temporal elements of the past and the future (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998;
Robinson, 2012). In education, agentic theories are more frequently being applied to teachers’
experiences in teacher education, the classroom, professional development, and curriculum
development (Biesta et al., 2015; Gudmundsdottir and Hathaway, 2019; Leander & Osbourne,
2008; Priestley et al., 2015). Primarily, I drew on the work of Biesta, Priestley, and Robinson,
and synthesized their theoretical concepts to outline an ecological view of agency and to account
for the influence of the contexts, resources, and constraints unique to the teaching environment
(Biesta et al., 2017; Priestley et al., 2015; Robinson, 2012).

Studying teacher agency is important because it helps researchers understand the wide
confluence of factors that shape teachers’ perceptions, experiences, and actions within their work
environment. As noted, there are many elements, including personal histories, social contexts,
relationships, and structures that can impact teachers’ experiences of agency. Based on my
understanding of teacher agency, I hypothesized that the social, environmental, and material
shifts in education during COVID-19 may impact teachers’ ways of describing and experiencing
agency.

Need for the Study

COVID-19 has altered education in many significant ways (Milman, 2020). With few
exceptions, educational stakeholders have been impacted by a shifting educational landscape
(Lee-Heart, 2020). Teachers have been asked to change their jobs, curriculum, and pedagogical
practices, often in a very short amount of time (Hill et al., 2020). Gathering, documenting, and
analyzing the narratives of teachers allows for validating and recording the unique experiences of
teachers in this historic time. This study was needed, because the words, ideas, perceptions, and

experiences of teachers have the potential to inform policy, research, future disaster planning, as
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well as give name to unique phenomena of our time. This study was designed to add to the
literature on teacher agency, and it served as a unique opportunity to examine how disruptive
factors can impact teachers’ perceptions and experiences of agency. Further, these experiences
provided insight into recommendations surrounding teacher preparation, virtual teaching and
learning training, and hybrid curriculum policies. Lastly, current changes in teachers’ roles,
pedagogies, and experiences may have lasting impacts on the field of education beyond COVID.
Statement of Purpose

In designing and executing the study, the goal was to contribute to the existing literature
on teacher agency and find a deeper understanding of the experiences of teaching in the COVID-
19 pandemic. To effectively achieve this goal, the research focused on teachers’ experiences of
agency, specifically examining contextual relationships that may increase or hinder agency in a
given environment or circumstance. This qualitative research study sought to further understand
the emerging phenomena and lay the groundwork for future studies in either of the intersecting
areas of interest: teacher agency or the teaching context of COVID-19.

My guiding research questions were:

RQI1: How do secondary teachers describe their lived experience of teaching during

COVID-19? How do these experiences relate to or shed light on agency?

RQ2: How do secondary teachers perceive their agency in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic?

RQ3: What are the structures and contexts teachers identify as impacting experiences of

agency?
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Methodological Overview

The research study used a basic qualitative interview design. Qualitative methods were
best suited for this inquiry because they facilitated the collection of rich data in a new research
area where the goal was to enhance understanding (Maxwell, 2013). Further, the depth and
richness of the type of data collected in qualitative research was most appropriate because I
sought to understand teachers’ perceptions and experiences of agency during COVID-19, which
was an emerging area of research. Qualitative inquiry allowed the phenomena of interest to
emerge more fully. In addition, the application of a basic qualitative interview method had the
potential to illuminate experiences of the human condition that would be lost in a larger-scale or
survey-based study.

In my data collection I conducted in-depth interviews with each participant. I engaged in
semi-structured interviews and utilized open-ended and narrative-based questions to encourage
in-depth responses and reflection (Bevan, 2014). In asking open-ended questions, I tried to
encourage storytelling and invite participants to walk me through their experiences (Weiss,
1997).

My study sample was purposeful, and I was able to select six teachers with varying years
of classroom experience; they ranged from three to 39 years in the classroom. I intentionally
selected secondary English teachers as a group of individuals who have a shared content area
experience with one another and whose daily work I am most familiar with from my own
experience as a secondary English teacher (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In addition, I aimed to
recruit a sample that was diverse along the lines of race, gender, and age, though my goal was

not to contrast teachers’ experiences based on these characteristics. I was, however, interested in
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any differences in experiences surrounding teacher agency that participants described and
attributed to individual or contextual factors.

A small sample size was appropriate to make it possible to conduct longer, more in-depth
interviews with each individual. In utilizing a basic qualitative approach, the goal was to develop
a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of the teachers and the meanings they attached to
them. A constant comparison analysis was performed to look for emergent themes and patterns
within the collected data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Summary

This study explored the lived experiences of secondary English educators and their
experiences of agency in the context of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research
endeavored to understand the contextual changes, structures, relationships, and goals that may
have impacted teachers’ narratives and experiences of agency. While there was a range of
literature on teacher agency, and also on COVID-19, there was a gap in understanding at the
intersection of these bodies of literature. This basic qualitative study explored teachers’
perceptions and experiences of agency in order to capture lived experiences in a historical time,
offer considerations for future teacher education policy, and inform decision-making in regard to
disaster preparation and alternative teaching methods for the future. Additionally, this study
provided the chance to highlight unique challenges and opportunities faced by teachers and

society at large during this time.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter provides a review of the literature that is relevant to exploring the
intersection between teacher agency and shifts in teaching experience and educational contexts
due to COVID-19. To begin, I provide an overview of theoretical conceptualizations of teacher
agency. In addition, I present a focused definition of agency honed from multiple studies to serve
the purpose of this research. This section closes with an overview of the theoretical framework to
contextualize my research and provide support for my inquiry into the intersection of these topics
(Ravitch & Riggan, 2017).

Next, I present relevant topical research (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017), including the
methods and findings of several studies that focus on teacher agency. Then, I provide context for
the study by describing the educational landscape altered by COVID-19. Further, I offer thematic
findings from recent literature, framing some of the educational changes resulting from COVID-
19. After that, I move to a brief discussion of literature related to teacher agency during COVID-
19. Additionally, I include several studies about changes in teacher education during COVID,
because I believe my study has the potential to inform policy in this area. It is helpful to divide
the empirical literature into different sections as the research on COVID-19 is very new, and this
allows for different findings to be examined. Simultaneously, I was able to look for areas of
possible intersection for this study. In closing, I address a current gap in understanding in order
to make a claim for the relevance, timeliness, and necessity of this study.

Description of Search for Literature

The two primary search tools used to conduct this literature review were VCU Libraries

and Google Scholar. A preliminary search of “teacher agency,” on Google Scholar returned more

than 12,000 articles. To narrow these results, I applied the following parameters: the articles
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were published between 2000-2021, with the use of new search terms “teacher agency in
secondary schools.” These articles were used to help design my study. In all cases, search results
were further managed by examining the number of times the articles had been cited in order to
be sure the most influential articles in the field were reviewed. Additionally, I examined the
reference lists from these pieces to find other relevant sources, as well as eliminated those not
from peer-reviewed journals.

A secondary search on Google Scholar of the terms “teacher agency” AND “secondary
schools” AND COVID with the parameters 2020-2021 in place yielded 151 results. However,
many of these articles were not based on empirical studies, and it was easier to narrow this pool
based on relevant and high-quality content because the research on COVID-19 was still very
new. Finally, I read and hand-searched references from the 151 results and relevant dissertations.
It was helpful to search in this way as I was able to identify more easily additional applicable
resources.

In all cases, priority was given to articles that focused on any of the following: secondary
teachers, English language arts teachers, took place in the United States, and/or used qualitative
methods, as these were most relevant to my study. Given that I was working alone to search and
process the literature and given the abundance of published work on teacher agency, it is possible
that some relevant studies have been missed in my search. However, several seminal pieces and
researchers including work by Biesta, Billett, Emirbayer and Mische, Priestley, and Robinson
were cited frequently across studies and the inclusion of their work helped provide a sufficiently

comprehensive overview of the literature.
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What is Teacher Agency?

Broadly, from a social sciences perspective, the term agency is often used to relate to an
individual’s influence or contribution to the reality of their workplace or other aspects of life
(Billett, 2006, 2008; Leijen et al., 2019). This type of agency, in a wider social context, has been
fairly extensively theorized, with some of its roots in Dewey’s pragmatism, specifically his
theory of reflective thinking (Biesta et al., 2015; Biesta & Tedder, 2006; Dewey, 1933; Leijen et
al., 2019). In an educational context, there are various conceptualizations of the theory of teacher
agency (Leijen et al., 2019). Scholars have developed different meanings and applications for the
theory, the most relevant of which are outlined here.

Priestley et al.’s (2015) model represents agency as iterative, practical-evaluative, and
projective. In application, iteration refers to the repetition or altering of past patterns based on
training, experiences, values, especially as these elements relate to life and professional histories
(Priestley et al., 2015). The practical-evaluative piece refers to the structural, material, and
cultural contexts and constraints in which a teacher must make judgments and choose actions
(Priestley et al., 2015). Lastly, the projective dimension refers to the temporal aspect of a
teacher's experience of agency, whether it be short or long-term; the projective relates to the
orientation of teachers’ goals and experiences over time (Priestley et al., 2015). This view of
agency connects well to Leander (2008), who posited that the achievement of agency is in
dialogue with social and political forces. Further, Priestley (2015) frames agency not as an
individual characteristic, but as something that can be achieved, and is in this view, “an emergent
phenomenon, something that happens through an always unique interplay of individual capacity
and the social and material conditions by means of which people act” (para. 3). This insight

encouraged future exploration in the unique social and material realities produced by COVID, to
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consider agency in this new reality as an emergent phenomenon. Utilizing a qualitative method
to examine the lived experiences of teachers works toward filling a gap in understanding.
Priestley’s description of agency provided parameters and guidelines that defined agency, but
fell short of expressing what it is, or is not, to be a teacher living with agency.

Similarly, Gudmundsdottir and Hathaway (2019) described teacher agency as a construct
built around a teacher’s ability to complete the act of teaching with a certain set of resources and
limitations while also considering a teacher’s beliefs, personal values, and individual
characteristics. In addition, Priestley (2011) described agency as “the capacity of individuals to
act reflexively within the possibilities bounded by their social and material environments to
effect changes to their conditions or to reproduce them” (p. 16).

These definitions and quotations reflected important conceptions in forming an ecological
view of agency, which accounts for the influence of the contexts, resources, and constraints
unique to the teaching environment. In their 2015 work, Priestley et al. explored a shift in the
context of educational policy and focus that they believed marked a return to agency. They
posited that in many countries teachers are being more closely involved in curriculum
development, being described as agents of change, and being considered as centrally critical to
change initiatives. However, Priestley et al. (2015) further acknowledged ways in which teacher
agency is confined by the contexts of the workplace, including accountability measures and
teaching regulations. These intersecting realities often result in mixed experiences of policy and
consequences (Priestley et al., 2015). This study invites future research surrounding how barriers
within teaching contexts may structurally contribute to teachers’ perceptions of agency and fill a

gap in the literature surrounding how barriers to agency are lived and experienced. Utilizing a
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qualitative interview methodology may help to elucidate these considerations in meaningful
ways.

In a different piece on teacher agency, the same authors extended this framework stating,
“practices are not just the outcome of teachers’ judgements and actions but are also shaped by
the structures and cultures within which teachers work™ (Biesta et al., 2017, p. 39). This insight
emphasized key elements of judgment and action, but also recognized that teachers must operate
within complex structures. There may be circumstances hindering teachers’ achievement of
agency, or systems in place that could penalize teachers for challenging or working outside of an
established framework.

As outlined, there are many elements and circumstances that can impact teacher agency,
and I hypothesized that the social, environmental, and material shifts in education during
COVID-19 may impact teachers’ ways of thinking about, discussing, and experiencing agency.
Empirical Research Studies on Teacher Agency

Biesta et al. (2015) examined factors that both promoted and hindered teachers’ agency,
especially surrounding their individual belief systems. This study utilized research from a
Scottish research project (2011-2012) titled Teacher Agency and Curriculum Change. The
researchers drew from ethnographic case studies in which primary and secondary teachers
provided in-depth descriptions of their beliefs surrounding students and their role as a teacher.
The responses collected from teachers were interviews focused on teachers’ beliefs and led to
emergent themes such as beliefs about young people, beliefs about the purpose of teachers, and
beliefs about educational purpose. The project focused on the narratives of six classroom
teachers and examined how experienced teachers were able to achieve agency during curricular

reform and evaluated factors that encouraged or limited agency (Biesta et al. 2015). The
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interviews were analyzed using an open coding approach, which allowed for more flexible and
nuanced analysis.

There were several key findings from the study. First, in considering the iterative
dimension of teachers’ experience with agency, there appeared to be frequent conflict with
teachers’ beliefs and the frequently muddled administrative discourses encountered in schools;
seemingly, teachers often had a superficial understanding of these discourses (Biesta et al.,
2015). This lack of clarity and vision negatively impacted teachers’ view of their role in the
dynamics of schooling. Another finding focused on the projective aspect of agency, in which
teachers were often focused and efficient at achieving short-term goals within the existing
framework of their school but lacked a clear vision of what was needed or desired in the long-
term curricular frame (Biesta et al., 2015). While this study did not center on perceptions or lived
experience descriptions explicitly, the use of in-depth interviews and a more open analysis
inform my future research and invite a future focus on lived experiences surrounding agency.

In a recent study, Lockton et al., (2020) conducted a 2 }2 yearlong qualitative study
focusing on the agency of math teachers in data use efforts across four middle schools. The
researchers conducted over 85 interviews and performed more than 150 hours of observation.
This study utilized three primary constructs: structure, culture, and agency. Observations and
interviews were coded with an a priori codebook built from the researchers’ conceptual
framework centered on the three constructs. The researchers presented three major findings from
the data collected. First, existing structures for data use — including frequent data-based meetings
and a high level of focus on standardized test scores — had adverse effects on teachers’
engagement with using data. Second, a culture of accountability resulted in demoralization and a

restricted environment for teachers. Lastly, teachers exerted agency by pushing back on these
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structures and looking for ways to shift the narratives surrounding data. Specifically, teachers
argued for more significant links between student learning and changes in instruction (Lockton et
al., 2020). The researchers noted, however, that “the structures and cultures of accountability in
these low-performing schools were not easy to shift” (Lockton et al., 2020, p. 250).

Biesta et al. (2017) conducted a study of teacher agency that utilized ethnographic
methods, and conducted data collection by observation, and both semi-structured individual and
group interviews. This study focused on “the role of teachers’ talk in their achievement of
agency” (p. 39). The researchers were primarily interested in the way teachers’ language and
discussion of agency builds or hinders their ability to exercise control and drive the direction of
their “everyday practices” (Biesta et al., 2017, p. 39). The researchers found differences in
biographical elements, vocabulary, and possible influences of age, generation and experience
that impacted teachers’ talk. In addition, a unique finding from this study was that for some
participants, policy discourse greatly impacted the way they spoke about their experiences and
professions, which in turn was “limiting their opportunities for critical evaluation and alternative
courses of action” (p. 52). For example, two of the study participants, specifically those who had
come to teaching from a different field, were more limited in their vocabulary and talk and relied
more heavily on language associated with current and recent policy. Further, the researchers
suggested that improving opportunities for teachers’ discursive growth, especially in teacher
education and professional development programs, could have far-reaching impacts on teachers’
language and long-term agency (Biesta et al., 2017).

In a qualitative Australian study, Robinson (2012) utilized an ethnographic approach to
examine teachers’ professional agency when faced with potentially conflicting policies

surrounding writing student reports. The researcher shadowed the principal at a non-government
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primary school for three months, and her research also expanded to include seven interviews
with teachers as well as in-depth notes and observations from conversations around report
writing in staff and preparation rooms (Robinson, 2012). Robinson (2012) was interested in how
teachers at the primary school would adhere to or respond when they were asked to utilize new
guidelines and requirements for writing reports about individual students. As such, she began to
“question how professional agency is constructed in response to the constraints of policy text,”
(Robinson, 2012, p. 232.)

A significant finding from the study was a theme the researcher called “negotiation.” The
principal and teachers were able to work together to maintain the values of the school, while also
meeting the new government issue standards. A specific example of this was the use of a quartile
ranking system for students, which the government required, but the principal and teachers did
not feel was authentically representative of their school’s non-competitive environment. The
exercise was completed, but instead of becoming a standard part of student's individualized
reports it was available only upon request. The research showed that despite “control
mechanisms in policy text” when strong relationships with colleagues were present, teachers
were able to enact their professional agency by adapting and reshaping policy requirements to
suit particular needs (Robinson, 2012, p. 231).

In one research study, Calvert (2016) focused on teachers’ experiences with professional
development and professional learning as it related to teacher agency. According to Calvert
(2016), teachers experience agency when they can act in a purposeful and constructive way for
the growth of themselves and their colleagues. Calvert posited: “Rather than responding
passively to learning opportunities, teachers who have agency are aware of their part in their

professional growth and make learning choices to achieve their goals” (p. 4). The findings from
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this research emphasized that in order for teachers to learn and engage effectively in professional
development and learning opportunities, it was helpful and valuable to be “free from coercion”
(p- 10). Study findings suggested that soliciting teachers’ opinions and input can help to
redistribute perceptions of control and value and increase personal investment and teacher
agency.

When synthesized together, these studies provide valuable insights about teacher agency.
A relevant implication from Biesta et al.’s (2015) study is that a clear vision of long-term goals
may help facilitate teachers’ agency. This study helped me to conceptualize the projective
dimension of agency as temporal and forward-looking. This concept informed some of my
analyses as I looked to determine how COVID-19 educational realities could impact the future of
education and the future teachers may experience within or because of specific settings or
circumstances. In analyzing Lockton (2020), the relevant concept of resistance surfaced as
teachers exercised agency by intentionally attempting to shift a data-based accountability
narrative. From reading this study, resistance emerged as an important part of agency as a
phenomenon. While accountability measures often limit teachers’ instructional paths, when these
measures are rejected, removed, or altered, they become reappropriated as a part of the path to
the experience of agency. This study provided a helpful concrete example of how teachers’
experiences of agency can surface under restrictive environments. This connected to my data as I
considered how teachers did or did not push back against accountability frameworks (or other
structures) within a COVID context. From examining Biesta et al. (2017) a case could be made
for the value of intentional discursive growth opportunities for teachers, as teachers with lower
discursive awareness were less able to provide counter-narratives about their roles and

profession. This became relevant to my study discussion as I considered teachers’ language use
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surrounding Covid-related change. From Robinson’s (2012) study I gained insight into authentic
and meaningful ways collegiality contributed to teachers’ experience of agency.

As I'looked for essential structures that contributed to the phenomenon of agency, these
themes became points of connection to my research data. Specifically, examining Robinson’s
research ahead of the interviews, reminded me to consider elements of policy navigation and
colleague relationships as I collected narratives surrounding teachers’ lived experiences of
agency within the contexts of changing policies and procedures in a COVID. In summary, these
reviewed studies help form a critical foundation for my research inquiry.

Theoretical Framework

My theoretical framework drew from the conceptualizations of teacher agency outlined
above and was situated within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In developing my ideas, I
drew from Ravitch and Carl (2016) who used the term “methodological ecosystem” to describe
the conceptual framework. This metaphor was helpful in developing the conceptual framework,
recognizing that relationships between parts are “dynamic and interdependent,” (Ravitch &
Riggan, 2017, p. 19). The concept of an ecosystem provided a salient and relevant background
for my framework. From reading the literature and considering my research context, I chose to
draw primarily from Emirbayer and Mische (1998), Biesta and Tedder (2006), Biesta et al.
(2015), Biesta et al. (2017) and Imants and Van der Wal (2020) to adopt an ecological view of
agency.

Emirbayer and Mische (1998), expanding on Dewey’s pragmatism, conceptualized
agency as a dynamic relationship between routines, motivating forces, and judgment. They
argued that these intertwined elements, in addition to structural contexts, were key to

understanding agency. Conceptualizing agency as ecological moves away from the “tendency to
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think of agency as a capacity or ability individuals possess,” and toward an understanding of how
agency is achieved as “both a temporal and relational phenomenon,” (Biesta et al., 2017, p. 40).
This quotation highlighted the temporality and relationality that was key to my understanding of
agency and critical to my application of this theory. This conception suited the specific needs of
my study because it helped to explain the intersection of contextual factors that shape teachers’
experiences of agency. More specifically, key components of an ecological view of agency take
into account socio-cultural influences, such as workplace relationships, resources, school
cultures, and curriculum (Imants and Van der Wal, 2020).

A visual representation of possible forces at play in an ecological view of teacher agency
is found in Figure 1.
Figure 1
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I adapted this visual from Biesta et al. (2015) to effectively demonstrate and visualize some of
the forces and characteristics that impact agency. At the center is the educator’s lived experience;
this model reflects my purposeful decision to draw from an ecological model in which a
teacher’s experience is never separate from the contextual web in which they operate. I used this
framework to help me to understand and explain my study findings. Based on my initial
understanding of agency, as well as the COVID-19 context outlined below, I expected structural,
material, and temporal aspects would be key to coding and making sense of my findings.
Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic and Education

Studies surrounding the practices, pedagogies, and experiences of teachers as a result of
the global COVID-19 health crisis are only beginning to be conducted and theorized. By April of
2020, more than 1.2 billion students worldwide were affected by school closures (Li & Lalani,
2020). As late as 2022, many K-12+ students were continuing their learning in virtual and/or
hybridized environments (NCES, 2020). Therefore, teachers, despite their initial job description
or technological expertise, were being tasked with meeting students’ needs in unprecedented
ways. These shifts have the potential to be far-reaching, impacting teachers’ decision-making
processes, curriculum, lesson delivery, and more broadly, students' academic experience and
socio-emotional well-being (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2021). Further, as
predicted by the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), the COVID-19 crisis
continued to impact K-12 education into the 2021-2022 school year. As such, 50 million school
age children, educators, and other stakeholders were impacted at a time when educational

policies have rarely been more pressing and debated (NCSL, 2021).
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Throughout COVID-19, educators and policy makers navigated many logistical
challenges, including health screenings, universal mask use, and social distancing during
transportation and time in the classroom, to safely support students’ full return to the classroom
(NCSL, 2021). Effectively meeting the needs of the country’s students was no small task, and the
long-term impacts of educational change for students and stakeholders remain to be seen. The
presence of the uncertain and evolving circumstances mentioned above provided context for
needed research and exploration.

Education and COVID-19 Related Empirical Studies

This section highlights recent thematic findings synthesized from studies focused on
teachers’ experiences in k-12 classroom education during COVID-19.
Theme 1: Increased Workload, and Teachers’ High Level of Commitment to Making it Work

Kaden (2020) utilized a descriptive and explanatory single case study methodology to
examine the experiences of a secondary teacher whose courses were shifted to online learning as
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. A salient theme from this study was the increase in teacher
workload as “Mr. Carl,” worked to plan, digitize, and execute lesson plans and materials to meet
the needs of his students. In this instance, many of the textbooks he normally used for in-person
instruction were not available in a digital format and creating new work streams and spaces at
home proved to be challenging and time consuming (Kaden, 2020).
Theme 2: Increase in Freedom for Teachers

Across several reviewed studies teachers experienced increased flexibility in curriculum,
and/or freedom in making pedagogical choices. Kim and Asbury (2020) stated: “Having
flexibility and freedom from the national curriculum was also seen by many as an upside,

allowing teachers to be creative and to differentiate in meaningful ways” (p. 1075). This seemed
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to be a valuable silver lining for teachers—to be able to effectively take a step away from a more
rigid curriculum in favor of making their own curricular choices and serving their students in the
moment. Kaden (2020) cited examples of instruction, planning, lesson delivery, pacing, and
assessment becoming more individualized after switching to online learning; in this study Mr.
Carl prioritized class time to connect and evaluate students differently than he did during face-to-
face instruction.
Theme 3: The Importance of Relationships

In Kaden (2020), Campbell (2020), and Kim and Asbury (2020), a common theme of the
importance and value of relationships was observed. In Kaden (2020), the teacher who
participated in a single case study expressed a strong sense that caring about his students’ well-
being and taking the time to humanize digital learning was more valuable than learning new
content, he specifically stated that “personal conversations with my students remained the most
powerful and meaningful way to check for understanding” (Kaden, 2020, p. 9). This study
highlighted one teacher’s commitment to meeting his students where they were and providing
support and flexibility to help students navigate their academic and personal responsibilities.

Campbell (2020) noted the necessity for teachers and other educational leaders to
reconsider priorities and come up with new strategies to serve their communities; “This has
frequently focused on the importance of social connections, maintaining physical health and
well-being and establishing routines that support both of those” (Campbell, 2020, p. 338).
Educational stakeholders have had to work within unprecedented, and constantly changing,
guidelines to serve students effectively and creatively.

Relationships among many different sets of educational stakeholders were discussed.

According to Kim and Asbury (2020), teachers’ connections to colleagues were deemed valuable
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and necessary. As teachers dealt with stress, overwhelm, and quickly changing circumstances
they endeavored to connect with colleagues, maintain and develop relationships, share strategies,
and provide support to each other, establishing feelings of camaraderie and community (Kim &
Asbury, 2020).

These studies highlighted the importance of feeling connected to others during stressful
times; relationships between teachers, between teachers and students, and between educational
stakeholders and their communities were described. Although these studies did not focus
specifically on agency, experiences of agency were evident in some of the examples of teachers’
decision making and contextualized actions for change.

Studies Focused on Shifts in Pre-Service and In-Service Teacher Education during COVID

Similarly, while these studies on pre-service and in-service teacher education did not
focus explicitly on teacher agency, experiences of agency surfaced frequently in findings.
Additionally, the studies give valuable insight into the experiences of education professors and
pre-service and in-service educational students during COVID-19. The inclusion of these studies
informed my methodology and helped frame possible connections to future policies on teacher
education and preparation as it relates to how teachers experience agency.

Pre-service and in-service teacher education programs have been transformed in form,
approach, participation, and pedagogy as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Quezada et al.,
2002; Scull et al., 2020). Quezada et al. (2020) noted that since the spring of 2020, Colleges of
Education across the United States adopted “alternative plans, which included instructional
methods, technologies, tools [...] to ensure that the teacher candidates developed the expected
knowledge, skills and dispositions, clinical observations, and student teacher supervision during

their teaching experience as set by teacher licensure agencies,” (p. 3). Specifically, this study
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examined the changes and impacts of one teacher education programme at a liberal arts college
in California, which prior to COVID-19, relied on a brick and mortar setting to prepare its
students through hands-on field experiences to meet state licensure requirements (Quezada et.
al., 2020).

Utilizing an autoethnographic case study approach, the researchers highlighted both
challenges and opportunities that came to light as a result of shifting to online teaching and
learning (Quezada et al., 2020). When faculty responses and narratives were coded and analyzed,
five themes emerged: “Technology Based Instructional Strategies, Technology-Based Support
Office Consultation, Alternative Technology-Based Course Assessments, Feedback for Learning
and Teaching Improvement, and Social-Emotional Engagement in Courses and Support of
Clinical Placements” (Quezada et al., 2020, p. 7).

In examining the theme of Technology Based Instructional Strategies, innovation in
terms of revamping and hybridizing course materials and access came to the forefront as a
positive opportunity. However, in both of the first two areas, teacher education instructors cited
student issues of “Zoom fatigue,” and the necessary addition of Zoom coffee meetings and Zoom
office hours. In the theme centered around assessment, instructors cited a need for flexibility,
deadline extensions, stress management, and the recreation or reimagining of assignments to
produce digital products (Quezada et al., 2020). In relation to social-emotional engagement in
courses and support of clinical placements, higher levels of stress were detected among teacher
candidates as they shifted relationships with their master teachers and navigated their role in
student teaching in a digital platform; in response, faculty created responsive small groups,
checked in frequently for updates, and endeavored to meet teacher candidates’ needs for

collaboration and connection through synchronous sessions (Quezada et al., 2020). These
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findings highlighted the challenges of maintaining established learning and power dynamics
between teacher candidates and master teachers as their daily interactions shifted to become
virtual as opposed to in their assigned classrooms.

In Australia, a small interview-based qualitative study was conducted to examine the
perspectives of four professors specifically described as supporting high levels of interaction in
working with preservice teachers after the transition to online course instruction (Scull et al.,
2020). In semi-structured interviews, three themes emerged: access, participation, and
engagement. In the theme related to access, participants noted that they had to adjust and adapt
their content in order to suit the ever-shifting needs of their students. This revealed that teacher
agency was dependent on the ability that teachers had to make these changes within a specific
learning context, as both the professors and preservice teachers were learning to adjust their
teaching strategies and course content in significant and timely ways based on the changing
teaching contexts. One participant observed “‘I think that we have to educate our students as well
as ourselves about that online learning is a different type of learning, it’s not just a transfer across
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from face-to-face classes’ (Scull et al., 2020, p. 4). Participants also noted the need for empathy,
flexibility, and student tracking to ensure engagement and support, and the wisdom and necessity
of taking time to imagine themselves as students experiencing a shift to online learning to help
inform their instructional decisions (Scull et al., 2020).

In considering the theme of participation, interviewees tried to engage and connect with
students, encouraged students to seek help, and prioritized social connections. Professors whose
units emphasized collaboration and incorporated social interactions and support between

professors and students were ranked more highly by students as well (Scull et al., 2020).

Additionally, professors took the opportunity to streamline and customize their content; “It
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seems the COVID-19 pandemic provided a license to personalize their teaching and make a
number of the tacit pedagogical practices from their face-to-face teaching more explicit when
teaching online” (Scull et al., 2020). This quotation highlighted a potentially higher level of
teacher agency as teachers were given more space to adapt and restructure their courses to meet
the needs of the populations they served.

A Canadian study focused on examining the emergency modifications to both pre-service
and in-service teacher education programs at Simon Fraser University. Hill et al. (2020) found
that teacher-learners noted that inequalities during COVID were being exacerbated, especially
regarding Indigenous and immigrant families. Additionally, they expressed an awareness of the
shortcomings of Western paradigms in fully meeting the needs of these diverse families (Hill et
al., 2020, p. 6). The students of in-service teachers suffered from inequities related to access and
resources and family support, furthering the awareness of the need for changes in the school
systems. This related well to teacher agency, as in-service teachers began to reimagine ways they
might utilize agency within their schools and educational contexts to alter existing structures
under the context of the pandemic. Concrete examples of inequities seemed to support teachers’
desire to create change, and this example illuminated the possible connection between specific
resources needed to support agency.

Simultaneously, education professors were trying to meet the needs of their students as
pre-service and in-service teachers. According to Hill et al. (2020), instructors had to be creative
to help provide meaningful relational and experiential learning opportunities for students. Some
instructors incorporated mindfulness and visualization techniques, in addition to other strategies

to connect students to themselves and each other both in and out of class. Encouraging centering
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practices and connections with the natural world were a few more holistic approaches that
professors explored to help meet the changing needs of their students.
Thematic Connections from Teacher Education in COVID-19
Across the studies reviewed, several common themes emerged including: the need for
instructional flexibility in times of crisis, the value of human connection in learning, the
importance of synchronous instruction, the design and implementation of back-up plans, a need
for improvement in terms of technological access, and digital equity among preservice teachers
as well as the current/future populations they serve.
The initial rapid shifts to online learning produced an unprecedented experience, in many
cases marked by fear and haste. At least initially, Milman (2020) noted:
What is happening today can best be described not as online education but
as emergency remote teaching and learning (ERTL) — or, as some have called it,
pandemic pedagogy. We certainly can’t expect ERTL to be like face-to-face
schooling, nor should we expect it to resemble the sort of well-planned and designed
online education that many have spent years learning to provide. (para. 4)
This quotation from Milman highlighted the urgency of makeshift plans and the initially triaged
nature of these rapidly shifting educational frontiers. Teacher educators had to create fully virtual
coursework almost immediately and out of necessity, while simultaneously “redefining new
understandings of professionalism for their students within the online environment” (Hill et al.,
2020, p. 6).
The increased levels of flexibility and understanding required by students and professors

alike came to light as a source of humanity and connection, which in this unique setting, became
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as valued as academics. In some cases, connection to peers and professors became a source of
needed comfort and continuity.

These examples relate well to the structural aspects highlighted in an ecological view of
teacher agency and expand on my belief in the robust need for additional qualitative research.
The challenges, connections and experiences of teachers and students in these studies could be
expanded upon to explore how teachers perceive and experience agency. It would be worthwhile
to research further how professors altered existing or past structures to find alternative ways to
reach their students outside of their usual classroom interactions.

Studies of Teacher Agency in COVID-19

In a recent essay, Campbell (2020) discussed wider views of power in the context of a
“new normal.” Specifically,

What remains to be understood is what a more collaborative, autonomous, and

empowered education system could look like both as a result of and in response to the

work of teachers and school leaders during the pandemic. Arguably, the goal is not

necessarily more autonomy, but the capacity to experience and act with agency.
Campbell (2020) drew on Biesta & Tedder (2007) to express agency as “how an individual can
act by means of their environment, resulting from the complex interplay of individual effort,
available resources and contextual and structural influences within the place and space of which
an individual operates” (Campbell, 2020, p. 339-340). Campbell (2020) posited that during this
turbulent time, there has been an increased necessity for teachers to purposefully redesign
approaches, and interact with new ways of working, engaging, teaching, and practicing; this
outlined a sound argument for the necessity and value of teacher agency during the pandemic

and beyond. In this way, the amount of change forced upon teachers, combined with the amount
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of change they themselves have been able to take ownership of, was a primary area of interest for
this study.

Gudmundsdottir and Hathaway’s (2020) study supported a similar theme. Drawing from
an international survey that examined data surrounding pedagogy, ethical, attitudinal, and
technical (PEAT) the survey was used to help determine teachers’ agency during the COVID-19
pandemic (Gudmundsdottir & Hathaway, 2020). The findings from this study revealed that
regardless of teachers’ preparedness or unpreparedness for virtual learning, “they were
moderately prepared to use various digital tools and willing to make online learning work for
them and their students” (Gudmundsdottir & Hathaway, 2020, p. 239). This statement implied
that regardless of experience and training, teachers were ultimately willing to work through
challenges, technologically based or otherwise, in order to meet their students’ needs.

Kim and Asbury (2020) found six recurring themes in their qualitative study. The
researchers included 24 participants in a longitudinal interview study, each of which asked
participants to describe a high point, low point, and a turning point during the first month and a
half of the lockdown period. Their responses were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis
(Kim & Asbury, 2020). The researchers’ theme titled “finding a way,” connected to the findings
of Gudmundsdottir and Hathaway (2020) as well. According to Kim and Asbury (2020):

Finding a way incorporates participants’ accounts of how, once the initial uncertainty had

subsided, they adjusted their thinking and behaviour to provide remote education that

would meet the needs of their communities, while preserving their own well-being and

that of their pupils. (p. 1071)

This quotation echoed an important theme from several reviewed studies. Specifically,

characteristics of determination, resiliency, adaptability, flexibility, and resourcefulness were
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classified under themes such as “finding a way” and “making it work” (Gudmundsdottir &
Hathaway, 2020; Kim & Asbury, 2020). These findings may reflect that despite, or perhaps due
to, extraordinary circumstances teachers feel called to continue to do what is best for their
students in the face of challenging times. Further, this was echoed in Gudmundsdottir and
Hathaway’s (2020) observation that “What most stood out in teachers’ responses were the
positive attitudes. Although teachers lacked experience in online teaching and preparation, they
were willing to go the extra mile to move teaching to online platforms” (p. 244). In combination,
these studies provided valuable points to reflect on in the context of this study.

A Potential Gap in Understanding

The reviewed literature surrounding COVID-19 provided an overview of a nascent
research area. COVID-19 has caused shifts across the field of education, and it was important
and valuable to document and try to understand teachers’ experiences in these times. I entered
this study specifically looking to develop a deeper understanding of teachers’ lived experiences
and get closer to understanding the phenomenon of agency and what essential structures
contribute to it.

Notably, this review also drew attention to parts of the field that have yet to be
adequately explored —namely at the intersection of teaching and learning contexts because of
COVID-19 and teachers’ lived experiences of teacher agency. My study endeavored to
contribute to a greater understanding of teacher agency specifically as it related to the rapid and
drastic shifts in K-12 education brought about in 2020 due to the onset of the COVID-19 global
pandemic. The study aimed to contribute to the literature in this area, as more research is needed

to closely examine teachers’ experiences and challenges in this historic time.
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This qualitative study focused on the lived agentic experiences of secondary English and
Language Arts teachers. As such, this literature review laid the initial groundwork for a research
study that examined, through qualitative interviews, teachers’ experiences of agency in the face
of challenging and unprecedented teaching conditions. The research findings have the potential
to inform policy for teacher development, impact curriculum decisions, and have possible
implications for the fields of preservice teacher education, professional development, and policy
surrounding emergency conditions in the field of education.

Conclusion

This review has allowed me to conceptualize my interest more clearly in using an
ecological view of agency while centering teachers’ narratives about their perceptions and
experiences of agency. An ecological view of agency seemed an especially relevant lens due the
theory’s focus on structures and conditions as impactful factors in determining teachers’ agency.
In reading studies with similar foci, I have gathered insight into various research methods and
taken an in-depth look at emergent themes across them. Based on the way existing studies
conceptualized agency and framed their inquiries, I felt that the use of basic qualitative methods
were timely, relevant, and currently underrepresented in the research field. Although many of
these studies point to where agency is grounded in context, there are yet few studies that
attempted to address the phenomenon of agency during COVID-19.

In addition, reviewing the most relevant topical research has allowed me to create a
theoretical framework aimed at filling a specific gap in understanding within the literature and to
cultivate insights into new questions and considerations (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017). I hoped to
utilize the ecological theory of teacher agency in a new and potentially influential way, to record

lived experiences to examine agency as a phenomenon, and to make room to discuss critical
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structures and realities that may impact teachers’ experience of agency. The body of research
literature surrounding the possible long-term impacts of COVID on education is only beginning
to be conducted and theorized. As such, there is a need for close examination of teachers’
experiences in this tumultuous time in education. This study aimed to add to the body of
literature surrounding the lived experiences of secondary English teachers and their perceptions

of agency. Next, Chapter Three describes the methodology used for this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Qualitative research is interested not just in events and behaviors, but more deeply in how
study participants make sense of events and how their experiences and perceptions impact their
behavior (Maxwell, 2012). In choosing a qualitative approach, my research goals were related
not just to what happened, but also how study participants’ responses were critical to the reality
and phenomena I was trying to understand, as opposed to accounts that need to be verified for
truth or falsity in absolute terms (Maxwell, 2012, p. 221). The participants’ accounts set the
standard for the truth of their own experience, that is according to their descriptions and
memories, and these accounts were analyzed using a basic qualitative approach as outlined in the
data analysis section. This desire for in-depth understanding supported the use of a smaller
number of study participants whose individual accounts were analyzed and preserved as unique
artifacts, as opposed to a larger scale or survey-based study which might aim to aggregate data
across a larger sample of participants (Maxwell, 2012). This chapter provides detailed
information on the study’s research design, participants and recruitment, researcher positionality,
data collection, and data analysis.

Research Design

My research design was a basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This was a
non-experimental, open-ended, interview-based design appropriate for conducting in-depth
exploration of a new research area. This approach was best suited to help me understand an
emerging research field and answer the research questions:

RQI1: How do secondary English teachers describe their lived experience of teaching

during COVID-19? How do these experiences relate to or shed light on agency?
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RQ2: How do secondary English teachers perceive their agency in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ3: What are the structures and contexts teachers identify as impacting experiences of
agency?
Basic Qualitative Approach

As a research method, the basic qualitative study builds from a constructivist
epistemology. In interviewing participants, I recognized their realities are constantly being
constructed by their interactions with the world and similarly, “that knowledge is constructed by
people in an ongoing fashion as they engage in and make meaning of an activity, experience, or
phenomenon,” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 23). Further drawing from Merriam and Tisdell
(2015) a basic qualitative research approach is concerned with subjects' interpretations of
experiences, their construction of their worlds, and the meanings they ascribe to what they have
experienced. Therefore, the main goal of the basic qualitative research approach is to understand
the ways in which “people make sense of their lives and their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell,
2015, p. 23). This method made the most sense to answer my research questions, because I was
interested in examining participants’ experiences and the meaning they ascribe to contextual
factors and social elements as they relate to agency. In this research study, interview data was
analyzed by seeking and identifying patterns that characterized the participants’ understanding
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).

Participants and Recruitment

My study participants were selected through a convenient purposeful sample. I used

personal networks to recruit participants so that coordination with school districts was not
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necessary. I recruited participants nationally by distributing recruitment letters (Appendix A) to
colleagues who forwarded them to potential participants. I asked colleagues to oversee the
distribution to avoid my own potential influence over participants. The teachers had to be in at
least their third year of teaching, and they had to have taught during the 2019/2020, 2020/2021,
and 2021/2022 school years. The size of the sample was appropriate for a basic qualitative study
focused on the experiences of individuals. My interviews produced lengthy transcripts, and a
small sample size was best for this study, because I had more time to devote to closely analyzing
each transcript. I aimed to recruit six to ten teachers for my study. If possible, I wanted study
participants to be diverse in terms of gender, race, years of teaching experience, and school
setting. However, I could not guarantee this because I used a volunteer process to recruit the
participants. In the end, I had six participants who completed my demographic survey (see
Appendix B), who fit the requirements outlined above, and who wanted to continue through the
interview process. I had several teachers respond to the initial email, but then not follow up by
completing the demographic survey. I also had one participant who completed the demographic
survey and then chose not to be interviewed.

Participants

Of the six participants, three identified as female and three as male. They ranged in
teaching experience from 3-39 years, and taught in rural, suburban, urban, public, and private
schools. A brief introduction to each participant follows.

Susan
Susan was a 70-year-old English teacher with 39 years of classroom experience. She had

been at her current school through 14 different principals. Throughout the 2019/2020, 2020/2021
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Appendix G - Example of Hand-Coded Transcript Page
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