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In March 2020, schools in England were closed to all but vulnerable children and

the children of key workers, as part of a national effort to curb the spread of the

Covid-19 virus. Many teachers were required to work from home as remote learning

was implemented. Teaching is primarily a relational profession, and previous literature

acknowledges that supportive relationships with peers help to maintain teachers’

resilience and commitment during challenging periods. This paper reports on findings

from a small-scale study conducted in England during the first national lockdown

beginning in March 2020, which explored the impact of the requirement to teach remotely

on teachers’ identity and peer relationships. A discourse analysis, informed by the

aims and practices of discursive psychology, was conducted in order to explore the

association between constructions of peer support and responses to the Covid-19

pandemic. Findings indicate that teachers who presented their professional self-identity

as collective rather than personal appeared to have a more positive perspective on the

difficulties caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. These findings, which have implications

for policymakers and school leaders, contribute to the growing field of research on

the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on education by showing the strong association

between teachers’ constructions of identity and their capacity to respond positively to

the challenges brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic.

Keywords: teacher identity, social identity theory, COVID-19, lockdown, remote teaching, collegiality, teacher peer

relationships, discourse analysis

INTRODUCTION

Covid-19 and Education in England
The pandemic spread of the Covid-19 virus in 2020 created unprecedented disruption to education
on a global scale. School buildings were reported to have closed in 188 countries by April 2020
(UNICEF, 2020). In England, schools closed in March 2020 except for those children considered
vulnerable and children of key workers (BBC, 2020). Restrictions were imposed quickly leaving
little time for teachers and schools to prepare; on the 13th March, Gavin Williamson, the Secretary
of State for Education, spoke to school leaders at the Association of School and College Leaders
(ASCL) Conference, saying that “[i]n the overwhelming majority of situations, there is absolutely
no need to close a school” (Williamson, 2020, n.p.). On the 18th March, only a few days later,
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FIGURE 3 | Concordance showing utterances of support* in CI Group interviews.

In PI Group interviews, the most noticeable pattern is
associations which give the impression of a support deficit (n =

10), as in the following statements:

don’t feel as if I’ve been supported by them
I don’t feel supported by the school
We’ve had no support

I felt that the lack of support
I should have been supported more

In contrast to the CI Group—in which participants made efforts
to construct support as a shared, communal process—in these
PI Group utterances there was again a focus on the individual,
indicated by the close association of I and me with constructions
of support (n= 15):

I felt that the lack of support
has had the time to support me

I was only supported by friends

Even when support was not constructed as deficient by PI Group
participants, this construction of support as being focused on the
individual remained:

I have had support

They’ve tried to support me

There appeared, therefore, to be a difference in the way that
PI Group and CI Group teachers talked about support. For
CI Group teachers, support was constructed as a communal
activity, shared by everyone. In contrast, for PI Group teachers—
who had a salient personal identity—support was constructed
as something given to an individual by others, in an almost
transactional process.

Teacher Identity
In order to explore how participants constructed their identities
as teachers, concordances for the word teacher were analyzed
across the CI Group (Figure 5) and PI Group (Figure 6).
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FIGURE 4 | Concordance showing utterances of support* in PI Group interviews.

We hoped that such an analysis would provide a way in to
exploring the ways in which teachers described their roles and
characteristics during the Covid-19 pandemic. When comparing
concordances of teacher across the CI Group and PI Group,
it became evident that there was a significant quantitative
difference between the two groups. There were 21 uses of the
word teacher within the PI Group interviews, yet only seven
in the CI Group interviews. This disparity suggests that for PI
Group participants, the subject of the teacher was an object
of discourse (Fairclough, 1992); the frequent use of the term
teacher suggests that the role and characteristics of the teacher
are being discursively constituted and renewed, rather than being
accepted. PI Group participants expended significantly more
time focusing on the teacher than their CI Group counterparts,
because CI Group teachers were not as focused on working
discursively through what being a teacher meant during the
Covid-19 pandemic period of remote teaching.

When the concordances are analyzed qualitatively in more
detail, this distinction between CI Group and PI Group teachers
becomes even more apparent. Figure 5 is the concordance
showing references to teacher within the CI Group sub-corpus.

In one of these utterances, there does appear to be some
performative effort made to construct a teacher identity:

Being a teachermeans that you give up

In another utterance, the participant explicitly refers to
their “identity as a teacher and leader,” which again
has a performative effect. However, in the other five
utterances, the word teacher appears to be deployed
in a descriptive capacity rather than a performative
one, as in:

the other teacher needed to be in bed
assessed to the class teacher
rallied round the teacher we want to praise
like to be with the same teacher all the time

In these utterances, the intention of the sentence is primarily
to report incidents or school policies, rather than to rhetorically
position teachers and teaching.

In contrast, there were repeated utterances within PI Group
interviews to teacher identity, indicating discursive attempts to
make sense of or rhetorically justify teacher identity. This was
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FIGURE 5 | Concordance showing utterances of teacher in CI Group interviews.

FIGURE 6 | Concordance showing utterances of teacher in PI Group interviews.

most prominent in the repeated collocation being a teacher
(n= 4):

my sense of being a teacher
emotional aspect of being a teacher
you pin a lot on “being a teacher”

Being a teacher isn’t like other jobs

These utterances indicate that participants are discursively

working through changes in their professional role and identity,

rhetorically justifying their actions, and feelings. Rather than

talking as if the role of the teacher is accepted and understood, as

with the CI Group, PI Group teachers foreground the challenges
they face in making sense of their identity and what it means to

“be a teacher” during the Covid-19 crisis.
In other utterances, PI Group teachers explicitly position

themselves as a certain “type” of teacher:

I’m a committee teacher

experienced and creative teacher

oldest teacher in the department

Finally, in a number of utterances, the identity work brought
about by the Covid-19 pandemic lockdown is explicitly discussed
by PI Group teachers:

an art teacher to an IT teacher in a weekend
honorary primary teacher for the period of isolation

In these statements, PI Group participants attempt to make
sense of the shifts in identity caused by the requirement
to teach remotely. It is significant that there are no such
statements within the CI Group data. For CI Group participants,
relative lack of discussion about what it means to be a teacher
indicates a stable and consistent sense of teacher identity.
In contrast, PI Group participants talk about teachers more
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FIGURE 7 | Concordance showing utterances of feel* in CI Group interviews.

because the Covid-19 pandemic has caused them to navigate
changes to their professional identity, destabilizing their sense of
professional self.

Feelings and Stress
There was a clear distinction in the way that CI Group and PI
Group participants constructed their feelings, as indicated by the
concordances shown in Figure 7 (CI Group) and Figure 8 (PI
Group). CI Group members were significantly more likely than
PI Group members to associate positive emotions with the word
feel than negative:

I also feel lucky
I feel positive
I feel blessed
that feels good
I feel really proud
make sure they feel comfortable

it’s a lovely family feel

In total, within the CI Group, 16 of the 25 references to feel∗

associated this word with positive emotions or processes. These
findings support the discourse analysis which identified CI Group
participants as constructing a positive perspective on the Covid-
19 pandemic lockdown.

In contrast, utterances from members of the PI Group had a
tendency to associate negative emotions with the word feel, as in
the following examples:

I feel worn down

I feel that I’ve lost all contact
I feel let down
I feel at a loose end
I can feel that they’re losing confidence
I don’t feel supported

Out of 25 occurrences of the word feel∗ within the corpus of
PI Group speeches, 17 were associated with negative emotions
or processes. Again, this finding supports the discourse analysis
which indicated that PI Group participants generally constructed
a negative perspective on the Covid-19 pandemic in comparison
to their CI Group counterparts.

In addition to analyzing data related to feelings which was
prompted by wordlist data, we also chose to analyze linguistic
data specifically regarding the use of the term stress across CI
and PI Groups3. Figures 9, 10 are concordances showing every
occurrence of words with the root stress∗ (stress, stressful, stress)
across CI (Figure 8) and PI (Figure 9) Groups. It is interesting

3Stress was not the only word which was analyzed outside the high frequency

content words identified in Table 3, but the findings concerning stress were

particularly relevant and therefore warranted inclusion within this paper.
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FIGURE 8 | Concordance showing utterances of feel* in PI Group interviews.

to note that there were more occurrences of stress∗ in the CI
Group (n = 20) than the PI Group (n = 12), despite the
CI Group having a more positive perspective on the Covid-19
pandemic. Quantitative data alone would therefore indicate that

members of the CI Group were more concerned with stress than
members of the PI Group. However, when these utterances of

stress∗ were contextualized using concordance data, a pattern

became clear in the way that CI Group and PI Group members

conceptualized stress.
Looking at the PI Group concordance, (Figure 10), the first

person pronouns me (n = 4) and I (n = 4) feature heavily in

close proximity to stress∗, for example: Tamara stated in her

interview that:

The lack of control is stressful forme

make(s)me stressed.

I don’t like to show stress so I keep it inside.
I’ve found that stressful
I’m very stressed by this experience

Members of the PI Group had a tendency to focus on the

impact of stress on themselves as individuals, foregrounding the

outcome of stress on their internal psychological state.

In comparison, the most common collocations with stress∗ in

the CI group were it (n = 4) and the (n = 6). Examples of it in a

close relationship with stress∗ include:

I haven’t found it stressfulmyself
it’s stressful again
some who have found it stressful.

In these statements, stress is most closely associated with the
situation of teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic, rather than
being constructed as causing a psychological effect within the
individual speaking. Examples of the in a close relationship with
stress within CI Group utterances include:

the new stresses

that’s when the stressmight start
the stress at times has been higher

In these utterances, stress is constructed as something external
to the person speaking. Stress in these utterances may indeed
be constructed as having a psychological impact, but the use of
the makes the sense of stress more general, affecting teachers or
people generally rather than the individual specifically. In the
case of the utterance “I think the stress affects your well-being,”
the shift of footing (Goffman, 1981) from I to your indicates an
attempt to generalize the experience of stress during the Covid-19
pandemic, as the interviewee attempted to build common ground
between herself and the interviewer by assuming a common
experience of stress.

In a number of utterances, CI Group participants explicitly
referred to the stress of others:
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FIGURE 9 | Concordance showing utterances of stress* in CI Group interviews.

FIGURE 10 | Concordance showing utterances of stress* in PI Group interviews.

Very stressful for them
The weight of someone’s stressful situation is overwhelming.
some who have found it stressful
we’ve all felt stress.

In these utterances, CI Group members emphasized the
communal feeling of stress that affected their social group, in
contrast to PI Group utterances which foregrounded the impact
of stress upon themselves as individuals.

The salience of either personal or collective identity appears,
therefore, to be predictive of how individuals construct stress.
Participants in the CI Group had a tendency to construct stress
as external to themselves and, in repeated occurrences, portrayed

concerns about the stress of others. In contrast, participants in
the PI Group generally emphasized their personal experiences of
stress, constructing stress as having a detrimental impact on them
specifically. Although there a small number of deviant cases were
identified, overall there was a clear pattern which distinguished
the way that CI Group and PI Group members constructed stress
during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Discursive Justifications
The aim of conducting a discourse analysis within the field of
discursive psychology is to take a “functionally oriented approach
to the analysis of talk and text” (Edwards and Potter, 1992, p. 27).
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As such, analysis should not simply be descriptive, but should
seek to make sense of the discursive justifications that people use
to explain their feelings and behavior. In the final section of the
analysis, we returned to the interview transcripts to understand
why teachers constructed their identities in particular ways—
as collective in the CI Group, and personal in the case of the
PI Group.

For teachers in the PI Group, the construction of a
salient personal identity served as a justification for a loss of
commitment and motivation:

I’ve been out in a really awful position. My team are looking to me

for guidance but I don’t know what we’re supposed to be doing.

I’m losing their good will now and I can feel that they’re losing

confidence in me. Although we’re a relatively big school, we’re in

the middle of a close city community and I’m not sure how I’ll be

able to go back at this rate. (Timothy)

I feel let down and will contemplate my position over the summer.

I won’t move to another school—it’s too late for me to do that, but I

don’t have to go on teaching if I don’t want to. I’ve been doing this

for over 40 years so I have a choice to make. (Christopher)

Rubbish, rubbish, rubbish! One headteacher responsible for

reducing this committed, experienced and creative teacher to not

even wanting to stay in the profession! (Matilda)

I also need to make sure I have some kind of life outside work

because I worry about it too much and never really relax. I won’t

last long as a teacher if I don’t try to find a better balance...and I

love my job so that’s a big thing to say. (Ava)

Teachers in the PI Group emphasized their personal identity
to work through difficult feelings about being a teacher, and to
justify changes in their teacher identity. ForMatilda, emphasizing
her personal identity provided some justification for her identity
shift from a “committed, experienced and creative teacher”
to someone who wanted to leave the profession. Timothy
emphasized how he felt isolated from his team and used this
to explain how he would find it difficult to return to his
school. Christopher foregrounded his personal feelings and his
identity as an experienced teacher to justify his decision to
“contemplate my position over summer.” Ava, although keen
to stress that she enjoyed teaching by saying “I love my job,”
argued that she needed to “have some kind of life outside work,”
rhetorically using a desire for a sense of identity outside work
as a justification for concerns about a future lack of motivation
and commitment. For the PI Group, constructing their identities
as distinct from their school community provided a justification
for the negative admission that they were considering leaving
teaching as a result of the changes brought about by the Covid-19
pandemic lockdown.

For teachers in the CI Group, the construction of a salient
collective identity served to position them as good leaders
and managers:

I’ve felt more like an army general for the past three months, than

I have a headteacher. It’s been full on, all hands to the pump, but

we’ve pulled through it and I think we’ll be stronger for it. (Edwin)

I’ve taken it head on and done everything needed to take the staff

with me. We’re a unit and we had to tackle this as a unit. This was

the biggest challenge we had faced as a team so we all had to be

on board with the decisions made. I’ve had to hand over all of my

actual teaching. I think it’s important that the deputy head teaches,

but in this situation, that wasn’t possible. I’m really sad about it, but

we all had to make sacrifices and that was mine. (Ivy)

It’s been an interesting experience and one which has brought us

altogether in many ways. My role as a leader in the school has been

important in making sure the staff feel informed and prepared for

how we move forward both during and after the closure. As deputy,

I’ve been responsible in implementing the remote teaching strategy

across the school, but with the help of the Key stage leads and subject

coordinators. (Isaac)

I’m Head of Science and I usually work very closely with the leads

for the three sciences and we haven’t been able to do that in the

same way as before. The departmental meetings have been done

differently, as has planning and assessment. (Maria)

I’m taking on the role of the head really which he does the bigger

planning of how to move forward when the children can come back

to school. Our roles have changed a lot, but it’s worked and we’re

really proud that our small school has coped well with it all. (Noah)

As with teachers in the PI Group, those in the CI Group also
reported undergoing changes to their role as a result of the Covid-
19 crisis. This rhetorical argument is perhaps most obvious in
Edwin’s dialogue. He starts by comparing his changed role under
Covid-19 to one of an “army general,” but then constructs a
sense of democratic and consensual leadership by using the
pronoun we: “we’ve pulled through it [. . . ] we’ll be stronger for
it.” Edwin therefore justifies his changed role by emphasizing a
sense of social identity within his school institution. Similarly,
Ivy and Noah reported significant changes to their role, but
both justified these changes by emphasizing that they were part
of a wider group of teachers within their school, all of whom
had experienced changes to their role. Maria emphasized her
democratic approach to leadership prior to the Covid-19 crisis,
and Isaac similarly foregrounded an inclusive leadership style in
response to the Covid-19 pandemic. By emphasizing their shared
experience with other teachers, rather than their distinctiveness
and individual experience, teachers in the CI Group discursively
justified the decisions they had made during the period of
remote teaching.

It is interesting that all teachers in the CI Group explicitly
categorized themselves as having senior leadership roles: Edwin
as a headteacher; Ivy, Isaac, and Noah as deputy heads; and
Maria as head of department. Findings suggest that the discursive
construction of a social identity and portrayal of a democratic,
inclusive leadership style were used to justify rapid changes
to school structure and policies during the Covid-19 crisis.
Members of the CI Group detail changes to their role, but
justify these changes as being supported by their staff and as
being aligned with the experiences of other teachers within
their schools.

DISCUSSION

Previous research published on education during the Covid-
19 crisis has highlighted changes in teacher–pupil relationships
which occurred as a result of the sudden requirement to teach
remotely (Jones and Kessler, 2020; Moss et al., 2020; Wong,
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2020). Our research has extended this body of knowledge by
exploring the way that teachers spoke about their relationships
with other teachers during this challenging time. Research on
teacher–pupil relationships highlights how teachers’ sense of
professional identity shifted as welfare support for children took
priority, with teachers organizing food banks and delivering
learning materials (Moss et al., 2020). The requirement to
teach online was particularly challenging for those who sought
to construct respectful and communicative relationships with
families and children embedded within an ethic of care (Jones
and Kessler, 2020; Ferguson et al., 2021), and for teachers
who sought to meet children’s basic need for relatedness
(Wong, 2020). Our research on teachers’ relationships with their
colleagues appears to suggest that it was not only relationships
with students which demanded identity work during the Covid-
19 crisis, but also relationships with other teachers.

Our research indicates that teachers who presented a salient
collective identity, emphasizing strong and positive relationships
between staff and a sense of belonging, also constructed a
more positive perspective on the Covid-19 crisis than teachers
who presented a salient personal identity. This finding supports
the work of Day et al. (2007) which found that teachers who
had unstable professional and situated identities were more
vulnerable than teachers whose identities were in balance.
Although all teachers during the period of Covid-19 suffered
from instability in their professional identity as remote teaching
was implemented and their professional role changed, teachers
in the CI Group appeared to maintain a more stable situated
identity than those in the PI Group, reporting more consistent
and positive relationships with colleagues. Teachers in the PI
Group constructed both their professional and situated identities
as being unstable during the Covid-19 crisis, and it is perhaps
therefore unsurprising that the PI Group reported a lack
of commitment, motivation and resilience during the Covid-
19 lockdown.

In line with much research which indicates the protective
effects of social support and collective identity both in school
settings and elsewhere (Kinman et al., 2011; Drury, 2012; Jetten
et al., 2017), our research suggests that teachers who presented
themselves as being supported by other teachers within their
school may have felt more able to cope with the challenges
presented by the Covid-19 lockdown. Certainly, our research has
indicated a close association between discursive constructions of
collective and personal identity, perspectives on the pandemic,
and psychological issues including stress. Like the teachers in
Kim and Asbury’s (2020) study, the CI Group of teachers
within our study constructed a strong sense of shared or
collective identity which they argued enabled them to navigate
the difficulties of the Covid-19 pandemic lockdown. However,
our study also revealed another group of teachers, as represented
by the PI Group, who constructed themselves as lacking social
support and, consequently, as feeling extremely vulnerable as
a result of the Covid-19 crisis. Our study therefore challenges
one of the claims of Kim and Asbury’s study, that teachers
“made extra efforts to create and develop relationships with each
other” (2020, p. 1077) during the Covid-19 lockdown. Whereas,
this may have been true of teachers who constructed a salient

collective identity, other teachers who constructed a salient
personal identity reported feeling isolated from their peers, and
making efforts to distance themselves by considering leaving
the profession.

It was interesting to note that despite previous research
showing that female teachers were more likely to deploy
functional coping strategies (such as seeking social support) than
male teachers (Klapproth et al., 2020; Truzoli et al., 2021), our
project indicated no significant difference between the way that
male and female teachers spoke about their construction of social
identity and use of social support. The majority of teachers in the
CI Group (three of five) were male, and the majority of teachers
in the PI Group were female (again, three out of five), suggesting
that male teachers were more likely to seek out social support
than females. This finding could be a function of the small sample
size and requires further investigation. However, it may also point
to the importance of research which departs from individuals’
own identity constructs, rather than from assuming the priority
of predetermined groups such as gender.

In terms of the way that participants categorized themselves,
one significant difference between the CI Group and the PI
Group was the self-categorization of CI Group teachers as senior
leaders within their schools. All of the CI Group categorized
themselves as senior leaders and used a construction of social
identity to present their “selves” as effective managers during
this time of difficulty. Our research findings therefore have
an interesting relationship to those of Ferguson et al. who, in
their research with primary head teachers during the Covid-19
lockdown in Scotland, found that “Head Teachers demonstrated
indomitable attentiveness, responsiveness, and responsibility for
others, thus showing that relationships are fundamentally about
values within education” (2021, p. 11). The findings from our
project highlight that one of the rhetorical devices employed
by headteachers and other senior leaders to justify their actions
and professional identity during the Covid-19 crisis was to
emphasize collegial relationships with others. Our research does
not contradict the findings of Ferguson et al. (2021); in many
ways the findings of the two studies are aligned. However, our
findings emphasize the importance of attending to the rhetorical
purpose of such claims and their function in discourse, rather
than accepting such self-positionings as representative of an
objective reality.

With regard particularly to PI Group teachers, our findings
support the work of previous research on stress within the field
of critical education studies and discursive psychology. Teachers
in the PI Group constructed a salient personal identity partially to
justify their feelings of stress, shifting the locus of responsibility
for such stress from themselves and onto others. This supports
Kelly and Colquhoun’s argument that prominent psychological
discourses within school settings not only encourage teachers to
view themselves as stressed, but as “responsible for managing that
stress” (2003, p. 202). In order to rhetorically manage the negative
feelings associated with being unable to manage the stress
brought about by the Covid-19 lockdown, PI Group teachers
emphasized negative relationships with peers. The findings from
the present study extend the findings of Hepburn and Brown
(2001), who found that teachers use the discourse of stress to
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protect themselves from accusations. We found that teachers
also use discourses oriented around negative relationships with
peers to justify their negative feelings and future actions,
particularly those associated with attrition; as such, our
findings support those of Thomson (2008) who detailed how a
headteacher used discourses of stress to justify decisions to leave
the profession.

CONCLUSION

This paper has made contributed to the growing field of study
concerning the impact of Covid-19 lockdowns on individuals
and social groups. We have argued that interpersonal pronoun
usage may serve as a predictor of teachers’ perspectives on
the Covid-19 crisis, extending previous research on the impact
of teachers’ peer relationships during this unprecedented time
by employing a methodological stance informed by discursive
psychology. This paper does not seek to claim that interpersonal
pronoun use is sufficient to explain and understand teacher
identities in their entirety, either during the Covid-19 crisis or
during other challenging situations. More research would need to
be conducted with a larger sample in order to determine whether
the findings of this study are generalizable within a wider and
more representative teaching population, or during other times
of stress or difficulty. Although it is usual for studies within the
field of discursive psychology to rely on interview data from a
small sample, innovative use of corpus-assisted discourse analysis
(as employed in this paper) could enable future studies to work
with larger samples to determine the generalizability of the results
presented here. Therefore, although one of the limitations of this
study was the small sample size, the study could serve as a pilot
for future work exploring teachers’ discursive constructions of
peer relationships.
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