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ABSTRACT:

One of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic has been the way we
organised teaching and learning. This case study evaluates the
experience of teachers in Malta during the initial stages of school
closures and the way they have been forced to adapt their practices
in order to meet the needs of their learners and wider communities.
Five themes which help to evaluate the re-imagining of teachers’
identities are explored in this research paper: the professional
expectations on teachers, the new technological skills and knowledge
teachers were expected to acquire, teachers’ stress, teachers’ identity
and sense of agency, and teachers’ resilience. This study, using an
analysis of desk research, provides an understanding of how the role
of teachers in Malta was perceived and how their work processes
were transformed. Moreover, the themes that are discussed help to
bring to the fore teachers’ narratives of their newly acquired
practices, but also a realisation of the need for professional learning
and a vision that supports teachers in similarly challenging scenarios.
A number of implications which emerge from these themes, in terms of
the impact on teachers’ lives, careers and sense of identity, are
highlighted, together with recommendations, in the Conclusion, for
teachers and teacher educators.

Keywords: COVID-19, Malta, Teachers’ practices, professional
identity, professional learning
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about
unprecedented actions in the way we behave and
relate to people, including in the area of education
and how we organise teaching and learning. As of
the 13th of March until the beginning of summer
recess at the end of June (2020) all schools and
educational institutions from childcare centres to
higher education have closed their doors in Malta
because of the COVID-19 virus, affecting thousands
of students and teachers. ! Teachers and members
of the teaching profession were instructed to teach
their students from home after a Working Group set
up by the Ministry for Education and Employment
issued a number of directions. 2 Consequently,
teachers have been forced to adapt their practices
in order to meet the needs of their learners and
wider communities.

Whereas the curriculum, as set up by the schools,
did not change, teachers were expected to change
their instructional methods largely due to the fact
that they were teaching remotely. Students had to
learn how to manage their learning through digital
and remote means and parents were expected to
implement the tasks and instructions being sent by
teachers, operating in a mixture of traditional
schooling and homeschooling. This  situation
reflected educational scenarios in the rest of the
world, whereby since March 2020 governments
around the world have temporarily or partially
closed schools in an attempt to curtail the spread of
the COVID-19 virus.

The purpose of this paper is to explore, from the
perspective of a teacher educator, the impact that
this pandemic has had and is having on teachers’
sense of professional identity. The research method
applied is that of an in-depth case study because it
helped us to understand the complexity of the
experience of a group of teachers with the aim of
producing context-dependent knowledge and
experience and develop a nuanced view of reality
which is so meaningful in understanding human
behaviour. This study is based on the analysis of
desk research, specifically news items published on
media portals; Press Releases issued by educational
entities; Letter Circulars issued by the Ministry for
Education; Legal Notices issued by the health
autorities; directives, policies and guidelines
developed to clarify teachers’ changing work
processes; and posts on social media written by
teachers themselves, and parents, during the
pandemic and schools’ shutdown (March to June
2020). A number of themes have been identified,
namely: the professional expectations on teachers,
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the new technological skills and knowledge teachers
were expected to acquire, teachers’ stress and
teachers’ identity and sense of agency, and
teachers’ resilience. All these themes emerge as
salient points of the experiences of teachers in
Malta during school closures between March and
June 2020, and identify episodes of uncertainty,
the importance of relationships and the need for
resilience. These themes define the general
narrative of teachers having to deal with a
complex, sudden situation and with novel elements
of teaching practices.

A framework for understanding teacher
professional identity and the complex subjectivities
that are formed and re-formed constantly over the
course of a teacher’s career, is used to understand
these themes that | encountered as a teacher
educator. Teachers’ identities are mediated by a
complex interplay of personal, professional and
political dimensions characterising teachers’ lives, 3
a perspective elaborated upon by Dewey 4 when
he speaks of the reflexive dimensions of teachers’
work, and Nias 3 who speaks of the complexities of
teachers’ work and identity. My evaluation of
teachers’ experiences during the initial stages of the
pandemic combines with Butler’s ¢ explanation of
how identities are formed. Teachers in Malta
created and re-created identifications of
themselves throughout the various and ever-
changing health protocols and work expectations
they had to deal with.

Professional expectations on teachers

The many changes in society necessitated by
COVID-19, including those in education, are likely
to be cognitively and emotionally demanding for
teachers. All of a sudden, teachers have entered
into a virtual world of teaching after a country-wide
semi-lockdown was announced. The situation was
extraordinary and few of them had any clue how
fo continue the teaching—learning process. 7
Engaging in remote teaching, whatever which form
this has taken, has clearly been one of the most
prominent changes required of teachers. Pupils’
varying levels of access to online technology 7 and
their willingness to engage 8 has exacerbated the
challenge.

Initially, teachers started with sending powerpoint
presentations and YouTube links to make the
process fruitful, but not all students were signing in
and engaging with their teachers and peers. 910
There was also a lot of confusion regarding the
method of teaching to be adopted, whether
teachers should teach synchrously or
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asynchronously; whether they should make video
lectures with recorded narration or podcasts, for
example; a diversity of platforms like Zoom,
Microsoft Teams and Google Classrooms was also
being utilised, sometimes within the same school with
the same cohort of students.

Neither the parents nor the teachers were
sufficiently prepared to master the multiple
challenges these changes imposed on them. !
Parents had to participate in the remote process of
online education of their children and were
sometimes sent very detailed planification and
daily schedules to follow with their children. On the
other hand, teachers struggled with keeping their
relationships with their students and missed advice
and support from their schools. '2 It is being
presumed that the gap in students’ achievement
between families of high and low socioeconomic
status will be widened due to differences in
material and educational resources, living space, or
availability of time, when children were taught at
home. 13,14

During physical school closures, home resources and
parental involvement in school work proved to be
of great importance for learning success. However,
these benefits are not available equally to all
children. Moreover, those children who lack
resources and support were on average already
lower performers before the pandemic. They are
likely to have lost further ground during the COVID-
19 school closures, increasing, as a result, overall
European educational inqualities. 5 These inexisting
inequalities which have been further increased
during school closures have been observed also in
Malta, although the then Minister for Education Hon.
Justyne Caruana assured that teachers rose to the
occasion and made that extra effort to make sure
that their students could continue with their learning,
studies and teaching. ¢ Furthermore, in Malta school
abseneeism has been waived during the pandemic,
giving rise to concerns about children whose parents
are not involved in their education and who may be
missing school for less than legitimate reasons. 7

In fact, overcoming these growing inequalities
required of teachers to demonstrate extraordinary
resilience, skills and a redefined understanding of
teachers’ professionalism and professional identity.
Besides being expected to have the technical
proficiency to cope with the challenges and
consequences of school closures, teachers were also
required fo be sensitive to local values and establish
partnerships with parents and communities to ensure
inclusion, repair learning loss and reverse socio-
emotional damage to child development brought
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about by the pandemic. '8 In such a scenario, it is
difficult for an individual teacher to demonstrate
this level of professionalism without the opportunity
to collaborate and draw on systems of mutual
support. This level of professionalism also requires
teachers to possess personal agency, that is, the
mindset and dispositions to respond adequately
and in time to changing conditions in order to serve
the needs of students appropriately. 18

The notion of expectations bestowed upon teachers
latches onto the theoretical understanding of how
teachers’ work and professional practice is
constituted across and out of three key domains of
their personal experience, professional context and
the external political environment. 3 The latter
domain in particular, the external political
environment, was significantly highlighted, and
experienced by teachers in Malta, through the
media and how different members of society
including parents, employers and employees
constructed discourses, attitudes and understandings
around the teaching profession and about the way
teachers’ work should take shape during school
closures. The development of goverment policy
relating to school protocols and the ways in which
political ideology impacted upon teachers’ work,
including the insistence by employers for school re-
openings, influenced the way teachers perceive
themselves and their work.

Apart from the expectations listed above which link
to teachers’ professionalism, one needs to keep in
mind that many teachers may have had competing
responsibilities, such as home schooling their own
children, caring for vulnerable family members,
and/or managing their own mental health. All these
demands were happening simultaneous to the
demand of teaching their pupils remotely and
fulfilling the other non-teaching elements of their
job, including administrative work.

New technological skills and knowledge

One of the questions that we need to ask is what
are the factors that have contributed to difficulties
of teachers to ensure continuation of instruction,
when most teaching was conducted from home.
While schools and teachers in Malta became
increasingly dependent on digital tools for both
teaching and communication processes, yet teaching
remotely still proved to be a challenge, presumably
because they were required to use these tools in a
different manner and because the available tools
(both teachers’ and students’) did not match the way
teachers needed to make effective instruction.
Moreover, whereas for some teachers, using the
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internet, communicating via social-media channels
or using video-conference tools did not pose a real
problem, other teachers have experienced
problems in remote teaching. 19

Their experience also depended on their (technical)
skills. Using digital tools and technology in Maltese
classrooms is an expected mode of instruction.
Teachers in Malta are expected to use technology
in the classroom and to possess knowledge that
provides an appropriate environment with
appropriate teaching strategies and techniques to
facilitate and support students' learning. This
expectation is bestowed on teachers in other
classrooms in other countries. Successful teachers in
the 21t century are those who can provide
knowledge using appropriate teaching and
technology strategies in the classroom. 20 Teachers
are expected to master technology and to use it in
order to plan and implement learning activities in
class. 21-23 As Koehler and Mishra 24 argue, it is
essential for teachers to have technological
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and content
knowledge to be sufficient. The knowledge to
effectively and efficiently use technology to
improve instruction, from planning to evaluating the
teaching process, is the kind of teacher knowledge
being expected. 25 Rather than just adding
technology to the content area, teachers are being
expected to know what, how and why technology is
used, and how to integrate it in the classroom. 26-27
It is hence important for teacher educators to
explore how teachers use technology and how they
perceive technology’s importance.

Research from Malta on how teachers experienced
online teaching and learning during school closures
indicate that teachers were overwhelmed by the
steep learning curve that they had to undergo in
order to learn how to teach remotely. Some
teachers report that they did not have enough
opportunities for training and complained that they
should have been better prepared, through
training, while schools were still open. 28 This and
other research 7 demonstrates that although the
online teaching experience allows teachers to
acquire new skills, teaching in the classroom may still
be widely preferred. The lack of direct interaction
with students is the least appreciated element about
online teaching. 2° This leads to an important
acknowledgement: it is not enough for education
authorities to provide new technological tools for
teachers; teachers also need to know how to use
them adequately to meet their learners’ various
needs. Lack of time and support can be a major
barrier that limits teachers’ ability to use and
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integrate technology into classrooms. 30 If teachers
feel that they have to use technology for which they
do not feel competent enough, they will experience
stress. 3! Technology can only be a useful tool in
schools if it increases learning opportunities and
learning actualization is significant. 32 Therefore, it
becomes more important for teacher educators to
ask when and how technology will be used by
teachers and the extent to which teachers are
provided with professional learning opportunities to
be well equipped with the arising needs in their
practices.

Teachers’ stress

It is undeniable that the teaching profession is one
of the most stressful professions. 33 Teacher stress is
a prevalent topic of discussion among educational
practitioners, policymakers and researchers. This
topic is widely researched also due to the
understanding that prolonged experiences of stress
can lead to teacher burnout, which in turn is
associated with teachers having lower confidence in
their abilities and an intention to leave their job.
Given that teachers have undergone major changes
in the nature of their day-to-day practices during
COVID-19 34it is important to understand how these
new stressors have impact on teachers’ experiences
and their sense of competence.

Indeed, one of the major adverse consequences of
school closures has been confusion and stress for
teachers, 35 linked to the abruptness of the closures,
the uncertainty about how long they will last, and
low familiarity with remote education. The way
teachers responded to the pandemic, together with
the added expectations they were challenged with
and varying pressures from students, parents,
education authorities and teachers’ unions as the
situation kept evolving, may have created new
stressors for teachers to deal with. Pre-Covid
evidence suggests that online teaching and learning
are not necessarily easier or more challenging than
conventional teaching and learning. 3¢-38 Yet, the
sudden shift to online teaching may have led to
some dissatisfaction in some teachers. Before the
pandemic, teachers in Malta were already
burdened with excessive administrative obligations,
lack of support structures to address classroom
management issues and a decreasing sense of
fulfillment. 39-41 During the pandemic, this stress has
been amplified because teachers are contending
with the strains of the pandemic itself, with health
concerns, with changes to their teaching practices
and with managing relationships with students and
parents while teaching remotely.
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Moreover, not all teachers react the same in the
face of new work challenges. While all of them
have been expected to develop an amount of new
technological knowledge and skills, some teachers
may have perceived the situation as positive,
whereas others considered it as negative and
stressful, or irrelevant. 42 In times of stress,
individuals appraise and interpret the same
stressors in different ways, and also adopt different
coping strategies. There may have been cases, thus,
where teachers in Malta may have felt inadequate
in dealing with the new demands that the pandemic
brought with it, a situation which might in turn result
in the experience of stress and lower well-being. 43

Teachers’ identity and sense of agency

Teachers have been removed from their usual work
environments and asked to work in new ways. This
inevitably raises the question of what it means to be
a teacher during the time of the pandemic.
Reflecting on the way teachers reacted, and
perceived themselves, during this time, can help us
elicit important components of the profession and
gain new insights into teacher identity.

Teacher identity is a multifaceted construct but there
is no clear consensus on its definition or its
theoretical basis. 44 From an identity theory
perspective, teacher identity is seen as something
that one develops and then preserves as part of
role identity. 45-4¢ According to Hanna et al. 47 there
are six components of teacher identity measures,
namely: self-image (view of self as a teacher),
motivation (reason for teaching), commitment
(dedication to the profession), self-efficacy (ability
to carry out activities as a teacher), task perception
(understanding the task of a teacher), and job
satisfaction (satisfaction level with the teaching job).
These components explain how some teachers in
Malta took initiatives in their practices to deal with
the pedagogical and day-to-day challenges
brought about by the pandemic, while some others
felt they had to be instructed on ever step they had
to make.

Further research is necessary to help us understand
the psychological factors that account for the
differences in Maltese teachers’ experiences of
remote teaching, and their actual teaching
behaviour. Questions arise as to why and how some
teachers maintained daily contact with their pupils
and developed supportive relationships with them
and their parents, while others made contact with
their students and parents only once a week, or very
sporadically. It is also necessary to investigate why
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some teachers mastered digital technologies while
others experienced discomfort.

One of the reasons for this discrepancy in behaviour
may be due to teachers’ agency, or lack of it, in
educational contexts in which they operate.
Teachers’ mindsets and behaviours, as well as how
much they are disposed to change and ready to
engage in change processes have been well
researched. The social cognitive theory (this
originally started as social learning theory by
Albert Bandura 4850) emphasises how human
agency evolves and that people can exercise some
influence over what they do. People are agents of
their own behaviour and can be proactive, organise
themselves, regulate their actions, reflect on their
behaviour and control their own goals and
behaviours, albeit these are also influenced by
conditions in the environment. 5! Teachers’ agency
results from an interplay of individual efforts,
available resources and contextual and structural
factors. Teachers are conceived as acting according
to their environment, rather than simply in their
environment. Yet, although the social context in
which they work constrains their work, they can
influence their environment, depending on how they
interpret  these  contextual  constrains  and
boundaries. 18

The conceptualisation of teacher agency does not
only refer to individual capacity, but also to work-
related activities and behaviours that teachers
engage in, and how these shape their professional
identity. Teachers practise professional agency
when they influence, make choices and take stances
in ways that affect their work and their professional
identity. 52 Professional agency in schools can be
observed when teachers, alone or in groups, in a
given situation make decisions, take initiatives, act
proactively and deliberately strive and function to
reach a certain end. 33 This implies that teacher
agency is about individual teachers and groups of
teachers who are interacting with and within specific
contexts.

How has the pandemic impacted on teachers’
capacities for agency? What were the knowledge,
skills and self-efficacy needed of them and what
kind of environments had to be established that
allowed, or prevented, the enactment of their
agency? The COVID-19 scenario required the
enactment of both individual capacities, in terms of
confidence and competence, and the collective
agency together with the ability of the systems
surrounding teachers to facilitate and support this
collective capacity. One important consideration is
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the way the Malta Union of Teachers (MUT), the first
and largest teachers’ professional body in Malta
has dominated the space where teachers make
decisions about their own practices.

The MUT has issued clear directions to its members
from the onset of school closures and proposed that
a taskforce consisting of the major stakeholders in
the education field is set up to issue statements on
how educators should proceed. As Marco Bonnici,
the MUT’s President states: “The main point, on which
the MUT insisted, is that stakeholders demonstrate
full faith in the professionalism, dedication and
commitment of educators towards their learners.” 54
Teachers were provided with many support
initiatives along with a centralised resource
platform. This taskforce helped to develop a
syatem which provided direction to educators,
education personnel, management and parents.
Whether this kind of centralised support helped to
elevate professional agency, or discourage
individual teachers from taking initiative and
respond, promptly and personally, to their pupils’
needs, is debatable. It is indeed contradictory that
while the MUT commends individual educators who
have taken the initiative to prepare, share and
communicate educational material with their pupils,
it advices against school attempts to regulate online
learning in their own manner, and instructs its
members to report such cases and refrain from
engaging in such actions as directed by the school.
55 A number of industrial disputes with the
government, and a teachers’ strike, have been
registered since March 13% 2020, as a result of
disagreement with the educational authorities on
how online teaching and learning should be
managed, including what kind of digital tools and
platforms are teachers to use, whether they are to
record their lessons, and the amount of time they
should spend interacting remotely with students who
cannot attend schools physically.

A second and related consideration is the home-
school relations, which is a relevant condition to
teacher agency. In the COVID-19 scenario, these
relations extend beyond the school gate and
include relations between teachers and parents.
Parents in Malta have been very vocal during the
pandemic and put pressure on teachers and
education authorities regarding the way online
learning should be conducted, together with a
request to retain online learning for vulnerable
students when schools reopen. 3¢ They urge
educators to collaborate with them for the
wellbeing of their children: “If the parent and
teacher or LSE cooperate, the parent will be
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involved more in the education of their children and
can monitor better their progress.” 56

The teacher—parent partnerships have been
particularly relevant when schools are closed as
teachers have to rely on parents to support learners
in accessing and participating in homeschooling and
online learning. Children and their parents from
early childhood settings and primary schools
needed the most support, 57 but there are also
students with special educational needs who missed
out on the structured learning environments, the
learning supportive social exhange with peers and
teachers, and the professional, differentiated
feedback to advances in learning that are essential
for pupils with learning disabilities.

Strong educational partnerships between teachers,
parents and the local community contribute
positively to the development of students. This
necessitates coordination, two-way communication
and knowledge sharing, as well as interventions that
support parental involvement particularly of
parents who are either not significantly involved in
their children’s education or not involved at all. 58-60

Teachers’ resilience

The experiences which are mentioned here show
that the challenges that teachers faced during the
pandemic, do not just relate to the lack of
competences needed to teach online, or to the lack
of available digital tools. While it goes without
saying that teachers should be equipped by their
schools with the technological hardware and
software that is necessary for them to teach online,
together with the training on how to use them, more
should be done to bolster teachers’ sense of
resilience. We have been made aware that
teachers experienced increased levels of stress
during schools’ shutdown, so coping competencies
should also be trained by professional trainers.
Moreover, it is important to facilitate research which
can examine psychological factors that contribute to
teachers’ willingness to cope in such adverse
situations, to engage in new learning opportunities,
and to seek support. Internal factors like motivation,
attitudes, knowledge and self-efficacy ¢! may be
relevant in our quest to understand how teachers
cope in a variety of ways.

These experiences also showed that teachers and
school leaders need a number of new skills and it is
crucial that they learn how to engage productively
in remote learning, as well as in blended and hybrid
learning models. These new roles could apply to
novice and experienced teachers as well as student-
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teachers, so teacher education programmes can
start planning their curricula around both the
challenges and the emerging opportunities
presented by COVID-19. This moment of disruption
has created the opportunity for rethinking and

reinventing preparation, as well as schooling itself.
62

Conclusion

As the European Commission points out, teachers are
a vital driving force for the learning process of
students and play the most important role in making
education a fruitful experience. ¢3 Teachers are the
social fabric that holds the educational system
together, and it is therefore important to protect
their ability and capacity to fulfil their role. ¢4 This
article tries to document teachers’ experiences
during the initial period of school closures in Malta,
including the challenges that teachers have faced
and the lessons that they have learned at this stage
of the pandemic. The outbreak of the COVID-19
virus and the rapid transition from face-to-face to
remote learning have underlined how important
teachers are in providing all pupils with equal
access fo quality learning.
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The future remains unclear at the time of writing, but
it will undoubtedly require teachers to be flexible,
resilient, collaborate with their peers and address
the levels of uncertainty and stress which will
eventually emerge. The 2020-21 scholastic year in
Malta was a mix of online, hybrid, and in-person
instruction, depending on the level of teaching and
also the health condition of some teachers who were
unable to staff in-person classrooms for health
reasons. Schools have adjusted to social distancing
arrangements, and policymakers and school
leaders are, as we speak, considering new teaching
roles and arrangements.

It is nonetheless the obligation of education
authorities to communicate clearly with teachers
regarding future plans, and to consult with them
about the best ways to support their learners,
particularly the most vulnerable. Teachers need to
be well supported in meeting the challenges that
they face, and well-trained educators need to be
recruited into the profession. 51 It is also necessary
of teacher educators to listen to teachers’ stories
and fo gain new insights into what it means to be a
teacher and how teachers can be supported to work
in fulfilling ways and be agents of their own
practices and choices.
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