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Abstract
This study investigates common features of a set of diverse schools’ responses to 
the initial school lockdown period during the pandemic in 2020, with a focus on 
practices supporting learning, inclusion and wellbeing. It comprises a collective 
case study of four Australian schools that were selected based on their reputation for 
impactful support of students and teachers during the emergency remote teaching 
period. Methods included interviews and focus groups with school leaders, teachers 
and students. The schools had widely differing contexts, technology access and stu-
dent needs. Despite these varied contexts, the findings provided important insights 
into common practices supporting effective remote teaching. Emerging principles of 
effective practice illuminate ways forward to mitigate the significant risks accom-
panying emergency remote teaching, and guide practices in a variety of school 
contexts.

Keywords Emergency remote teaching · School education · Pedagogical practices · 
Wellbeing · Inclusion

Introduction

Recent years have seen schools coping with a major disruption caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, with schools in Australia periodically required to transition 
from face-to-face teaching to remote teaching. This meant that school students, 
except children of essential workers, were required to learn from home for extended 
periods of time. Most teachers were expected to work from home, though a few were 
needed on school campuses to care for the children who needed to be on the school 
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campus. There was minimal time for teachers to prepare for these remote teaching 
scenarios, hence they are referred to as ‘emergency remote teaching periods’.

This collective case study of four Australian schools investigates ways that they 
responded to the initial 2020 emergency remote teaching period (taking place dur-
ing April to June, 2020, in the second term of the year). The schools were selected 
for their exemplary reputation for managing the challenges of this teaching period. 
While they had widely differing contexts, access and student needs, schools also 
shared a number of common practices. This study interrogates common pedagogies 
and approaches supporting student learning and wellbeing, and identifies a range of 
strategies shared by the schools. It also focuses on teacher wellbeing and support, an 
often neglected part of the literature on emergency remote teaching. The research 
questions are as follows:

1. What pedagogical practices have teachers used to support students’ learning dur-
ing the pandemic emergency remote teaching period in 2020?

2. What practices were adopted to support students’ wellbeing and inclusion?
3. How were teachers supported during this time?

Background

Emergency remote teaching is defined as “a temporary shift of instructional delivery 
to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis circumstances” (Hodges et al., 2020, para. 
13) and, as such, the aim is “to provide temporary access to instruction and instruc-
tional supports in a manner that is quick to set up and is reliably available during an 
emergency or crisis” (Hodges et  al., 2020, para. 13). According to research com-
missioned by the Australian Government (Armour et al., 2020; Brown et al., 2020; 
Masters et  al., 2020), prolonged remote teaching arrangements risk poorer educa-
tional outcomes for almost half of Australian school students. At particular risk are 
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, those with English as a second lan-
guage, those with special learning needs, and those in rural and remote areas. There 
is an emerging body of literature focussed on effective practices to mitigate these 
risks, based around themes of school leadership, parental support, remote teaching 
and wellbeing.

Leadership in times of crisis is about dealing with the immediate present and 
minimising harm to the school community (Smith & Riley, 2012). School leaders 
and teachers, who know their communities and students, are best placed to develop 
appropriate responses to emergency remote teaching (Cowden et al., 2020). A group 
of Australian school leaders, interviewed about responses to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, reported that their main focus was on the wellbeing of their communities and 
maintaining open and honest communication (Longmuir, 2021). A similar study of 
New Zealand principals’ response to the pandemic identified the following effective 
leadership practices: demonstrating empathy and prioritising wellbeing; communi-
cating frequently and effectively using a range of media; leading collaboratively and 
taking on a community leadership role (Thornton, 2021).
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A common theme in emerging studies is the excessive burden experienced by 
parents required to balance domestic and employment duties with the added duties 
related to their children’s remote education (Armour et al., 2020). During the period 
of emergency remote teaching, parental involvement in their child’s education was 
required to be more direct, hands-on and time-intensive at a time when many parents 
may have been under considerable stress. Two Australian studies discussed ways 
of supporting parents and carers. In the first, schools were able to support families 
by being sensitive to particular circumstances and contexts (Armour et  al., 2020). 
A second study showed how schools supported parents by providing resources and 
strategies to support learning at home (Masters et  al., 2020). In the USA, experi-
ences of remote lockdown had greater impact due to longer periods of isolation than 
experienced in NSW, Australia. Nevertheless, studies on US lockdowns provide val-
uable insights for the Australian experience. Garbe et al. (2020) investigated parents’ 
experiences of remote teaching during the pandemic in the US. Based on the results, 
the researchers recommended that educating parents about remote learning, its tools, 
key pedagogical concepts, and teacher–student–parent communication options, were 
essential in any future remote teaching period. Another USA study (Wagner, 2022) 
also emphasised the importance of providing parent training to support their chil-
dren during remote teaching.

Remote teaching

The pandemic has forced schools to turn to various digital solutions in response 
to the imperative for emergency remote teaching (Eradze et  al., 2021), with most 
schools adopting various blended learning structures to address challenges. There 
are many definitions of the term ‘blended learning’ (Hrastinski, 2019). It is most 
commonly described as combining online and face-to-face instruction (Graham, 
2006), or a mix of synchronous and asynchronous mechanisms (Dabrowski et  al., 
2020). Approaches where students interact over the Internet while studying from 
home during school closures may be regarded as blended learning (Brown et  al., 
2020; Dabrowski et  al., 2020), as they typically involve synchronous and asyn-
chronous strategies. Design factors that were found to be important for success-
ful blended learning during remote teaching included provision of engaging con-
tent, opportunities for interaction with teachers and peers, and support for learners 
(Armour et al., 2020).

Ewing and Cooper (2021) conducted interviews with Australian students, 
teachers and parents to examine their experiences during the remote teaching 
period. They found that, although engaging students was a top priority for teach-
ers, the majority of students felt less engaged with both their teachers and peers. 
Ewing and Cooper (2021) considered that, while the pandemic expedited tech-
nology adoption in schools, the underlying pedagogy and learning design proved 
to be a challenge for educators. A study of senior high school students in New 
Zealand explored how technology-mediated pedagogies (or digital pedagogies) 
influenced their experience of learning at home during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Yates et  al., 2021). The students valued both being able to make academic 
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progress and to maintain their social and emotional wellbeing. To this end it was 
important that teachers provided supportive digital pedagogies that encouraged 
motivation and collaboration while providing flexibility and authentic learn-
ing activities. Trust and Whalen (2021) surveyed K-12 teachers (predominantly 
in the US) during the pandemic and found that teachers increased their use of 
digital tools, but these were mainly used for information delivery and manage-
ment. They found that teachers were ill-prepared to use technology for remote 
teaching. Australian studies have also reported on teachers’ and students’ lack 
of readiness for remote teaching (see for example, Hodges et al., 2020; Masters 
et al., 2020).

Student and teacher wellbeing

From the start of the pandemic, there was concern for student wellbeing, and 
there have been reports of increased mental health issues among students 
(Brown et  al., 2020). Interviews with teachers and school leaders in the state 
of New South Wales (NSW), Australia revealed that the two key factors that 
impacted student wellbeing were community and parental anxiety, and adapting 
to new ways of learning (Gore et al., 2020).

Social isolation and mental health concerns were raised by children and 
young people with Kids Helpline in Australia during the initial remote teach-
ing period (Nicolson et  al., 2020). Drane et  al. (2021) described the risks for 
students, particularly students from vulnerable backgrounds, while learning at 
home during the pandemic. These risks were long-term educational disengage-
ment, anxiety and digital exclusion.

There have been numerous reports of stress and negative effects on teacher 
wellbeing resulting from the emergency remote teaching (Dabrowski, 2021). An 
Australia-wide survey (Ziebell et al., 2020) found that more than two-thirds of 
teachers indicated that they were exhausted by the additional workload. Gore 
et al. (2020) found that teachers and school leaders reported an increase in their 
workload, and also reported on heightened anxiety about the welfare of their 
students. Teachers felt frustrated with being unable to deliver quality lessons 
to students during the emergency remote teaching period (Gore et  al., 2020). 
Finally, Kraft et al. (2020) reported that teachers with supportive working condi-
tions, including dependable leadership, effective communication, targeted train-
ing, meaningful collaboration, fair expectations, and recognition of effort, were 
least likely to experience declines in their sense of success during lockdown.

This study adds to the literature base by providing rich insights and shared 
practices from four schools that had a reputation for effectively managing the 
emergency remote teaching period due to the COVID pandemic. This is one of 
the few studies emerging from this pandemic environment that examines both 
pedagogical practices and student/teacher wellbeing to inform educational stake-
holders about school practices in these unusual and uncertain times.
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Study design

A multiple case design was used as it enabled a focus on common phenomena 
across selected schools within their natural settings (Stake, 2006). The research 
explored the experiences and practices of the teachers, leaders and students across 
four schools selected for their reputation in effectively managing the remote teach-
ing period. The schools’ contexts were diverse, meeting an important criterion for 
a multi-case study (Stake, 2006). All data were aggregated to identify common 
themes across the four sites.

This study adopted an interpretive research lens, with the aim to gain an in-depth 
picture of the authentic experiences of teachers, leaders and students in relation to 
the 2020 emergency remote teaching period. From this interpretive research per-
spective, the study aimed to foreground participants’ human experiences and social 
contexts. The research design was underpinned by the belief that knowledge con-
struction in education is seen to occur on a storied landscape that incorporates social 
dimensions (Merriam, 1998).

Data were collected after the NSW 2020 emergency remote teaching period, in 
term 4 2020 and terms 1 and 2 in 2021, before a second major lockdown later in 
2021. The delay in data collection was due to the need to reduce overload for teach-
ers as they returned to onsite classroom teaching.

Participants

The four schools in the collective case comprised two metropolitan and two regional 
independent schools in NSW, Australia. Schools were selected because of their rep-
utation for exemplary support of student and teacher wellbeing, and high satisfaction 
with student learning outcomes during the 2020 emergency remote teaching period. 
The first school in the case, Brightwater School for Girls (pseudonyms are used for 
all schools) is a non-selective school in metropolitan Sydney with approximately 
1300 students from Pre-Kindergarten to Year 12. Data were collected remotely dur-
ing Term 4, 2020. Manlala School is a selective, coeducational school in Sydney 
for students from Kindergarten to Year 12 drawn primarily from a particular reli-
gious and cultural group. Data were collected onsite for this second school during 
Term 1, 2021. The third school, Fairmeadows Primary School, is located in regional 
NSW. It is a small primary school with approximately 78 students from Kindergar-
ten to Year 5. The school has an emphasis on outdoor education. Data were col-
lected onsite during Term 2, 2021. The final school in the case, St Theresa’s School, 
comprised two cohorts: St Theresa’s Alternative Learning Environment catering for 
students with disabilities in Years 3–12, including those who have a diagnosis of 
anxiety, depression, PTSD, or autism; and St Theresa’s Young Parents unit, which 
is an accredited special assistance unit for young teenage parents in stages 5–6. The 
school is located in regional NSW. Data were collected virtually for both these St 
Theresa’s units during Term 2, 2021. The school characteristics and participants are 
summarised in Table 1.
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School leaders nominated selected teacher participants to cover a cross-section 
of cohorts and (high school) disciplines, and also chose those most likely to be most 
informative about management of the remote teaching period. Nominated teach-
ers were under no obligation to participate and their input was voluntary. Students 
were then selected by their teachers with the aim of eliciting a diversity of views in 
focus groups. Teachers selected students whom they anticipated would be comfort-
able contributing to the focus groups. Again, participation of students was purely 
voluntary.

While the key role of parents was mentioned by teachers and especially school 
leaders in the study, parents and carers were not included as participants so as not to 
add to their challenging circumstances working from home while balancing home 
schooling requirements during the pandemic.

Methods

Multiple sources of data were used in this research, including 30-min semi-struc-
tured interviews and focus groups with school leaders and teachers across the four 
schools, as shown in Table 1. School leaders were interviewed individually, except 
at Manlala and St Theresa’s, where they were interviewed in pairs. Teacher focus 
groups were conducted in pairs, and for secondary teachers, the pairs were from 
the same discipline. Given the demands on teachers, the structure of the pairs was 
largely dependent on convenience factors. Student focus groups were also con-
ducted, each lasting 30 min. Semi-structured interview and focus group schedules 
were prepared with the aim of interrogating phenomena of interest in situ, and pro-
moting rich conversations with participants, which allowed discussions to roam 
freely within a set framework. Extracts from the prepared schedules are available in 
Appendix.

Formal university ethics approval was sought and received prior to commence-
ment of the research (UTS HREC No. ETH20-5354). Principals were contacted as 
per industry ethics procedures, with consent sought at a broader school level prior to 
consent being obtained from participants or students’ parents. All participants pro-
vided consent in a written form and participants were told they were able to with-
draw at any point without having to give a reason. None of the participants chose to 
withdraw. Member checking of the data was done in each school after collection.

Analysis

Two researchers collected the data from each school, and subsequently analysed the 
aggregated data to search for common meanings relevant to the research questions. 
The data were categorised, resulting in a set of aggregated instances and patterns 
that appeared repeatedly (Stake, 1995). Emerging themes pertained to remote teach-
ing practices supporting learning, wellbeing and inclusion. Two other researchers 
then examined these new meanings, to ensure intra-researcher consensus. A final 
set of themes was developed by the four researchers that emerged from important 
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common meanings across the collective case and relevant to the research questions 
(Stake, 1995).

Findings

The four schools addressed the challenges of the emergency remote teaching period 
in a range of effective ways. The findings capture the experiences from participants 
in all four schools with respect to their commonly adopted pedagogical approaches, 
and shared strategies supporting wellbeing and inclusion. Indicative examples from 
the collective case that illuminate themes have been provided in each sub-section.

Pedagogical practices

The 2020 emergency remote teaching period occurred with little time for planning 
or preparation. Practices involved the adoption of blended learning approaches, peer 
learning and explicit teaching. New practices required flexibility and collabora-
tive problem-solving from school leaders and staff, in order to embrace these new 
approaches and still provide continuity for students. Teachers needed to think dif-
ferently and plan around available technologies and what students had access to. 
Schools recognised that problems would inevitably emerge and would need to be 
solved quickly and collaboratively. Teachers understood that they could not merely 
replicate classroom practices and would have to adapt to suit an online environment. 
What follows are pedagogical practices that were highlighted in the data. These 
practices were repeatedly mentioned across the data from the four schools. Illustra-
tive examples of these practices were selected to enrich the narrative.

Blended learning to support student agency

Schools significantly developed their blended learning approaches during the remote 
teaching period, adopting structures that were suited to their own unique circum-
stances. These approaches included technology-mediated synchronous and asyn-
chronous teaching, as well as a carefully tailored mix of digital and non-digital 
strategies. Key to these solutions in most schools was a reduction in the volume of 
synchronous or live classes (e.g. using Zoom video conferences), where possible. 
This allowed for a stronger focus on the design of learning tasks that promoted stu-
dent agency by enabling student self-regulation and choice, as illustrated in the fol-
lowing indicative examples.

Video-conference classes at Fairmeadows Primary School were used sparingly, 
usually as a segue to students’ self-paced learning activities that required use of 
resources from their take-home learning packs. The main technologies adopted were 
Sway and Zoom, accompanied by the learning packs consisting of non-digital mate-
rials in a sewn fabric bag. In this way, the school adopted a mixture of ‘tech and 
non-tech’ strategies as part of their blended approach. Aligned with the school’s out-
door education philosophy, teachers strove to design activities suitable for learning 
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outside in the backyard, the park or the beach. Students would record photos of 
experiments and later share these over video-conference classes. This integrated 
approach was perceived by staff to be faithful to the school’s values: “There was 
positive feedback from staff. In terms of our philosophy, I think it blended really 
well that way” (Year 4 teacher from Fairmeadows, interview). There was an empha-
sis on carefully selected activities, rather than volume of learning. Parents were rec-
ognised as critical to the success of this approach, and teachers supported them with 
targeted instructions and other resources.

Teachers at St Theresa’s Young Parents Unit also minimised live scheduled online 
classes. They worked instead on building their students’ capacity to learn more inde-
pendently, as students were accustomed to having considerable one-on-one support. 
They designed self-paced activities and requested students return work samples or 
photographs via their Learning Management System (LMS) or email their work as 
evidence of their learning. Teachers were able to adjust the task for each student’s 
differing circumstances with their young babies at home. Staff felt that many stu-
dents benefited from a more self-controlled environment and felt “empowered that 
they could take control of their learning” (Teacher from St Theresa’s Young Parents 
Unit, interview). Because these students had to rely on themselves more while learn-
ing at home, teachers noticed that they were more willing to work things out for 
themselves, rather than relying on the teachers to show solutions.

Two secondary creative arts teachers at Brightwater found that the student par-
ticipation levels increased with the extra autonomy granted to learners. For instance, 
when asked to video-record their own performances at home, they found that stu-
dents were less intimidated by performing in front of a camera, and the school now 
continues to use video-based performances. The teachers reported that a benefit was 
the ability to spend more time listening to the students one-on-one, and then being 
able to give tailored feedback via the school Learning Management System (LMS).

Peer learning approaches to support engagement and social interactions

Teachers used online peer learning activities not only to support engagement, but 
also to optimise social interactions to keep students connected and combat isolation. 
Teachers at all schools were conscious of these benefits and as a result, they adopted 
digital practices to leverage learning conversations and group work.

For the Music Director at Brightwater, the biggest challenge related to perfor-
mance and collaboration—rethinking how to enable group work and interactiv-
ity. It was difficult to synchronise the collective playing of music due to ‘online 
delay’, so the music teachers she supervised changed their thinking about the 
way students could play their instruments, and still provide interactive experi-
ences. Re-designed lessons encouraged online interactions between students, 
comprising singing, playing, moving, composing and creating, increasing stu-
dent confidence and participation. These revised lessons enabled a rich and col-
laborative music experience for the students, thus mitigating the isolating nature 
of the lockdown. The two secondary science teacher participants at Brightwa-
ter reported on their use of online collaborative platforms such as Padlet and 
Google documents, so their students could collectively brainstorm and share 
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different ideas, and readily see others’ perspectives. The students enjoyed using 
these co-shared facilities that provided a more permanent way of documenting 
ideas and conversations.

The two secondary mathematics teachers at Manlala reported on their adop-
tion of online peer learning strategies for homework tasks, especially to support 
students needing additional support. Students would post their questions online 
and then assist each other with solutions, with teachers contributing at strategic 
points. One of these teachers described an online strategy he used with a Year 12 
mathematics class: “I have a homework help channel, and this is where the stu-
dents will ask a question and they’ll reply to one another, and help each other”.

Explicit teaching exploiting new media

Teachers had less time for explicit teaching during the remote teaching period. 
Subsequently, teachers used new media to support succinct instructional strate-
gies. Many teachers invested much time in creating carefully tailored instruc-
tional videos, for example, which attempted to efficiently communicate key 
ideas and explanations to students. Teachers found this process confronting 
and even intimidating at first, but developed new skills in creating and enacting 
these instructional digital approaches. In this way, the remote teaching period 
became a time when many teachers developed their digital proficiencies to sup-
port explicit teaching strategies.

Fairmeadows primary school teachers were encouraged to make succinct vid-
eos that prioritised content and targeted intended learning outcomes. The Year 
1 teacher commented on her instructional video recordings: “I really liked the 
way I reinvented my maths lessons. Because I was only given a few moments 
for explicit teaching each week, I had to be very succinct” (interview). These 
videos were typically filmed by Fairmeadows teachers in outdoor settings, for 
example, using their backyard as a background, to promote an outdoor aesthetic 
aligned with the school’s ethos. All four teachers at Fairmeadows reported that 
they initially found it challenging to record themselves. For instance, one teacher 
said: “I’m really comfortable speaking in front of students but taking a video 
of myself teaching, it really takes you out of your comfort zone” (Kindergarten 
teacher from Fairmeadows, interview). Teachers have continued to use video-
based instructional strategies post lockdown as they recognised the benefits for 
improving the efficiency of their explicit teaching practices.

The four teacher participants from St Theresa’s reported on their creation and 
sharing of videos to assist students through explicit teaching practices and scaf-
folded instructions. They also ensured their videos were succinct, well-struc-
tured and student-friendly, and sometimes shared them in a daily blog within 
their school LMS. Using a flipped learning approach, they would instruct the 
students to watch these videos, or click on a hyperlinked image, prior to classes. 
Visual cues were used as a supplement to verbal and written instructions and 
explanations on the LMS, as an additional support for students with autism.



1 3

Effective practices during emergency school lockdowns: shared…

Practices supporting students’ wellbeing

A fundamental commitment to students’ wellbeing underpinned decisions relating 
to all four schools’ adopted practices during the remote teaching period. This care 
was often extended to students’ families. A comment from the Fairmeadows princi-
pal was typical of the school leaders’ dedication to their students’ welfare: “It was 
about ensuring their physical and emotional needs were met before we focused on 
their academic needs” (School principal from Fairmeadows, interview). The four 
schools’ commitment to student wellbeing was manifested in numerous ways. Apart 
from pastoral care through frequent personal and online check-ins with students, 
family support and opportunities for online social interaction with peers were pro-
vided. Collectively, these activities enabled the schools to maintain the community 
connectedness, while also ensuring that students and families were quickly identi-
fied for additional support where needed.

Peer interactions

Supporting students’ social interactions with peers through online technologies was 
seen as a critical way to keep them connected and to combat isolation. At Brightwa-
ter School, peer interaction was encouraged each day through online pastoral care 
groups, while at Manlala, teachers encouraged students to communicate and collab-
orate online regarding homework and other class topics. Similarly at Fairmeadows, 
teachers emphasised opportunities for students to connect and talk with each other, 
both for their learning but also to combat isolation: “You need to allow the students 
to talk to each other. … If you can facilitate group work where they Zoom each other 
and then share ideas, that’s actually really valuable and much better for their wellbe-
ing” (Year 1 teacher from Fairmeadows, interview). One of the students at St The-
resa’s Young Parents Unit reflected on combating isolation: “…being able to keep 
in touch with people, and getting your mental health on track, … just keeping in 
contact with your teachers and friends, would be the biggest part of my experience” 
(Student from St Theresa’s Young Parents, focus group).

Support of families

As part of supporting students’ wellbeing, extra care was extended to students’ fami-
lies in all schools. Regular communication with parents was critical. The previously 
discussed blended learning approaches gave students flexibility and autonomy with 
the timing and pacing of their learning, consequently helping families to manage 
competing home interests, supporting efficiency and wellbeing. While a range of 
approaches was adopted across schools, the importance of connecting with families 
was a consistent theme. This enabled not only a sense of connection and necessary 
communication, but it also provided schools with information to aid in supporting 
families where needed. All schools reported positive engagement by families and a 
gratitude for this increased vigilance.

Schools considered regular communication with families as important for sup-
porting wellbeing. Newsletters and videos were published frequently and included 
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details of services available to families, advice from school counselling staff and 
online learning advice: “The main thing was to let everybody know that we are here 
to support them if they need it, to reach out” (School leader from Manlala, focus 
group). The principal at Fairmeadows School, for example, made a daily video for 
families. The school surveyed parents to ask how they were coping, and reached out 
to those who requested assistance.

Another goal was to support parents at home who were trying to help facilitate 
their children’s learning, sometimes under challenging circumstances: “We were on 
the phone for hours, just reassuring parents, saying it’s okay, you don’t have to be 
perfect” (School leader from Manlala, focus group).

The flexible approach to learning used at the schools was helpful to parents’ com-
peting needs at home, which in turn, supported families’ wellbeing. The asynchro-
nous nature of many tasks gave children flexibility with their learning, helping par-
ents and siblings to manage the inevitable multi-tasking challenges and sharing of 
digital devices experienced by families in lockdown.

Strategies supporting student inclusion

Educators developed practices that catered for the needs and circumstances of all 
students, including those with additional needs, and those with home technology 
access or connectivity limitations.

Addressing digital inequities

School leaders were conscious of students who were disadvantaged in their learn-
ing due to limited access to the Internet and/or to devices. To address this problem, 
schools collected digital resources, such as teacher-made videos or downloaded cop-
ies of textbooks, to share with students on portable digital storage media. They also 
created take-home learning packages containing self-paced learning resources.

All seven Manlala teacher participants reported on their concern about students 
being left behind because of access issues, and invested extra time offering remedial 
support. Recorded lessons and archives were beneficial to students who had lim-
ited home access to technology—for example, due to siblings sharing devices. Some 
students received printed lesson notes which allowed them to complete learning at 
home in a way that worked best for them.

Most students at St Theresa’s Young Parents School had limited access to the 
Internet and computers at home, and were reliant on using their phones. The school 
used a range of approaches to support and communicate with the students, including 
use of emails, phone calls and systematic home ‘drop-offs’ of packs containing hard 
copies of paperwork and resources.

Individualised learning approaches

Teachers adopted individualised learning approaches where possible. These 
included use of personalised learning plans, use of online sessions in smaller groups, 
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approaches that catered for students who needed to be on campus and tailoring of 
activities to students’ learning needs.

A priority for both St Theresa’s units was flexibility, and personally tailored 
approaches that were adapted to students’ special needs. This priority aligned with 
their school values and underpinned everyday practices in normal times: “Funda-
mentally, the fact that we are individualised, we are flexible, we adjust to the stu-
dents that we have – this didn’t change” (School leader from St Theresa’s, focus 
group).

Teachers at St Theresa’s Young Parents Unit created individual learning plans 
and solutions based on their students’ needs: “We would see a student with a prob-
lem, and then ask, ‘how are we going to adjust to make the curriculum accessible to 
them’?” (Teacher from St Theresa’s, interview).

Teachers at Brightwater adjusted learning contracts to suit students’ require-
ments. The learning support teachers would look through the teachers’ planned con-
tracts, and make suggestions for scaffolding activities according to students’ specific 
needs. There were some students whose specific needs were better suited to learning 
on the school campus in a more structured environment. The school contacted their 
parents to let them know that the option was available if they wanted their child to 
work on campus.

Practices supporting teachers

School leaders recognised the potential for increased staff stress emerging from the 
pivot to remote teaching, and from the isolation experienced during the lockdown 
period. As well as ensuring effective technical support was available, they created a 
caring environment for teachers through enhanced staff collaboration and workload 
management.

Staff collegiality and collaboration

Staff collegiality was a driving factor in each school’s successful management of 
the remote teaching period, providing peer support and enhancing staff wellbeing. 
All schools reported on strong staff collaboration and a collective problem-solving 
approach that supported teachers’ development of new teaching practices, assisting 
with their skill development and easing anxiety. Sharing of ideas and resources was 
also crucial.

School leaders asked their staff to meet frequently to maintain collegiality, com-
bat isolation and check-in with each other. At Fairmeadows, school leaders held fre-
quent staff online meetings, beginning with a check-in to gauge how teachers were 
feeling. When developing digital resources, Fairmeadows teachers were encouraged 
to seek feedback from other staff members, and to give each other feedback about 
what was working. This helped bring consistency across the school and meant that 
teachers did not feel alone. “It was fortunate to be working as a team. Because we 
worked together well, that was really supportive … to share ideas and resources. It 
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really helps when people are circulating what they’ve used” (Kindergarten teacher 
from Fairmeadows, interview).

All seven teacher participants at Brightwater attributed their accomplishments 
during the remote teaching period to working collaboratively. Like the Fairmeadows 
staff, the Brightwater teachers regularly met online with colleagues to support each 
other. They developed a renewed appreciation of the varied skills within their disci-
plinary teams, and the importance of teacher teamwork. These Brightwater teachers 
participated in their discipline-based groups with a focus on their specific expertise 
(e.g. video-making and other media production skills, design of online resources), 
thus supporting others in their team. They enjoyed considerable autonomy in these 
teams, and had the freedom to problem-solve within broad guidelines written by 
school leaders.

Workload management

Mindful of the importance of teachers’ wellbeing, the leaders of all four schools rec-
ognised the need to help staff manage their workload, and to set boundaries for both 
teachers and parents regarding workload expectations.

There was a clear endorsement of staff managing a healthy work–life balance. 
Because teachers were monitoring and responding to students’ online requests for 
assistance before and after school, they initially found it difficult to ‘switch off’ from 
work at the end of the day. For these reasons, the leadership teams reminded teach-
ers to create boundaries between their work and home lives. For example at Man-
lala, leaders developed guidelines to advise parents of the need to set realistic expec-
tations for teacher email replies and student learning time at home. “We advised that 
teachers also have families at home, so don’t expect an answer within 48 h. We had 
to develop guidelines for the teachers and for the families to say, ‘switch off, you 
don’t have to be learning all the time’.” (School leader from Manlala, focus group).

The leaders provided flexibility, rostering staff on or off school campus depend-
ing on their personal circumstances. A challenge for many teachers was not just 
managing their classes, but also facilitating the learning of their own children in 
lockdown with them. Providing flexibility helped many staff members to manage 
this challenge of being a parent and a teacher. At Fairmeadows School, one teacher 
remarked: “I did appreciate the fact that the principal put so much priority onto our 
wellbeing during that time” (Year 4 teacher from Fairmeadows, interview).

Discussion

A strength of this study is the inclusion of diverse schools in the collective case 
study. Despite, or perhaps because of, this diversity, some clear themes arose, pro-
viding valuable insights about the remote teaching period. The findings unpack and 
illuminate how these schools met the shared challenges of, and developed common 
solutions for, teaching in the emergency remote period, providing new understand-
ings across different contexts.
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All four schools in this study emphasised that their own distinctive school ethos 
was key to their nuanced decision-making during remote teaching. In every school, 
leaders stressed that their school’s values and mission informed whole-school deci-
sions and strategies to support teaching, learning and wellbeing during this period. 
For example, Fairmeadows Primary School emphasised the school’s values of 
‘connect, protect, and respect’, and their mission to help children ‘learn and shine’ 
through authentic outdoor learning experiences. The principal and staff aimed to be 
faithful to these values during the remote teaching period, and used them to inform 
strategies supporting teaching, learning and wellbeing. So a priority for leaders and 
teachers during the remote teaching period was to adopt practices that provided stu-
dent experiences that were aligned with their schools’ values.

Looking across the four schools, it is clear that teacher collegiality, flexibility and 
collaborative problem-solving among staff and school leaders were key to adopting 
new practices to support learning and wellbeing. Blended learning structures were 
developed to emphasise asynchronous activities leveraging student agency and peer 
learning; and explicit teaching was optimised through teacher-designed new media 
solutions. Student wellbeing and inclusion were a priority, and strategies were devel-
oped to support students and their families, such as frequent check-ins, increased 
social interactions and regular, targeted communications. Parents were well-sup-
ported, and they appreciated the flexible teaching approaches promoted by schools 
that allowed them to mitigate home-based challenges, such as access to devices and 
management of their own remote work commitments. Teacher wellbeing was also 
emphasised through the offering of support by the school executive, their collabora-
tion with colleagues and the management of their workload.

The schools in the case addressed significant challenges arising from the emer-
gency remote teaching period. Many of these problems are well documented in the 
literature, including: excessive burden on parents (Armour et al., 2020); additional 
workload of teachers (Gore et al., 2020; Ziebell et al., 2020); feeling under-prepared 
for pivoting to remote teaching (Trust and Whalen 2021); heightened teacher con-
cerns about student welfare (Gore et al, 2020); finding and adjusting to suitable digi-
tal pedagogies (Ewing and Cooper 2021); student engagement and wellbeing (Bond, 
2020; Ewing and Cooper 2021); access to technology (Bond, 2020), social isola-
tion and adapting to new ways of learning (Gore et  al., 2020). However, most of 
these studies collected data through surveys, and where there were case studies, they 
tended to be restricted in context or focus. This study offers a broad and rich analysis 
of how schools managed remote teaching.

Many solutions reported in this study also align with the literature, reiterat-
ing the importance of these strategies, and also confirming the impactful nature 
of our selected schools. These solutions include links to school leadership, such 
as open and frequent communication (Longmuir, 2021); strong school–family 
relationships and support of families (Armour et al., 2020); and prioritisation of 
wellbeing (Thornton, 2021). Solutions associated with teacher support are also 
confirmed in our study, including provision of supportive and flexible working 
conditions, experience of dependable leadership and staff collaboration (Kraft 
et al., 2020), and implementation of digital pedagogies emphasising student col-
laboration (Yates et  al., 2021), interactions with peers (Armour et  al., 2020), 
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flexibility (Yates et al., 2021) and asynchronous strategies (Bond, 2020). Some 
of these cited studies were government reports, generated rapidly to respond to 
an urgent situation. This study supplements them with a carefully constructed, 
robust multiple case design. It also contributes to the literature through its focus 
on both student and teacher wellbeing throughout the remote teaching period. 
While many studies highlight the workload challenges for teachers, or the wel-
fare of students during this period, few studies consider the wellbeing of all.

Principles of effective practice

Three broad principles for effective practice emerged from this study.
Firstly, school leaders and teachers should respond to future periods of remote 

learning, for example due to COVID, floods or bushfires, by identifying the spe-
cific needs of their students and the wider school community, and developing 
associated solutions underpinned by their school values. In our study, teach-
ers and executive in all schools ensured that the needs of their students in very 
diverse contexts were paramount in their planning for and management of the 
remote teaching period. Individualised learning programs and alternative digital 
access options were two examples of the attention to specific needs.

Secondly, school leaders and teachers need to find and practise a blended 
learning structure tailored to the needs of the school community. Teachers need 
to locate and refine an optimal balance of synchronous and asynchronous, digi-
tal and non-digital strategies, and rehearse these approaches with their students, 
including the use of supporting technologies. The findings suggest that effective 
blended learning solutions emphasise asynchronous activities that leverage self-
paced, collaborative learning. Therefore, students need to become more com-
fortable and familiar with the extra independence that accompanies this type 
of learning. Similarly, teachers need a chance to develop and discuss new task 
designs that aim to mediate effective student learning across the varied physical 
and virtual learning spaces, both teacher-imposed and learner-controlled envi-
ronments, encountered during remote teaching. Teacher participants in our study 
acknowledged the importance of this type of professional learning tailored to 
their needs. Hence, more staff professional learning opportunities are needed to 
improve current practices and prepare for these new approaches.

Finally, families need to be an integral part of schools’ planning and prepa-
ration for future lockdowns. Constructive dialogue with parents and carers is 
needed to contribute to schools’ preparation for disruptions, and prepare for a 
future with increased emphasis on intergenerational learning strategies (Burden 
et  al., 2019). The schools in our study invested considerable time supporting 
families during the school lockdowns, in recognition of the key but unfamiliar 
and challenging role that many parents, grandparents and carers were adopting 
as facilitators of children’s learning.
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Future research directions

There is an imperative to examine how teachers refined their practices between 
initial and subsequent school lockdowns. Researchers could expand on our find-
ings by further interrogating teachers’ changed practices after the initial remote 
teaching period. Further studies could expand our research on at-risk students, 
and those schools limited in their technology access.

It is also important to extrapolate the findings from studies such as this one to 
guide future schooling. To advance this agenda, we have used a futures methodol-
ogy that uses baseline data from this study to generate four alternative scenarios 
for school education in a post-pandemic world (Kearney et al., 2022), with a par-
ticular focus on learner agency and digital technology use.

Conclusion

The 2020 emergency remote teaching period gave schools an imperative to 
manage remote teaching, with a renewed emphasis on inclusion and wellbeing. 
Driven by their unique school ethos, the schools in this collective case study gen-
erated practices tailored to their own school community needs, supporting their 
students’ engagement across a range of learning environments. The study pro-
vides rich insights for schools if faced with a future need for remote teaching 
due to disruptions such as fire, floods or new viral variants. Findings highlight 
effective pedagogical approaches in times of crisis, and strategies for supporting 
student and teacher wellbeing, that will help illuminate ways forward in these 
uncertain times.

Appendix

Semi‑structured interview schedule with leaders: sample items

What were the goals during the period of emergency remote teaching in early 
2020?

What were the distinctive practices that gave this school a reputation for exem-
plary management of remote emergency teaching?

How did your provide support for teachers’ remote practices during the period?
What school-wide approaches promoted student inclusion and/or wellbeing?
What school-wide approaches promoted teacher wellbeing?
What are you most proud of? Would you do anything different next time? Any 

advice for others?
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Focus group schedule with teachers: sample items

Consider the approaches you adopted in your teaching that were effective, or 
proud of, during the period of emergency remote teaching in early 2020—please 
describe 1 activity. What made it worthwhile for students’ learning?

How did you prepare/plan for teaching in the emergency remote teaching 
period? What support was available and how useful was it?

How did you cater for the following groups in the emergency remote teaching 
period?

• Students with limited access to devices or Internet;
• Students with inclusion challenges in the emergency remote teaching period? 

E.g. students with disabilities.

What strategies did you use to:

• Interact with and support students in the emergency remote teaching period?
• Support your students’ wellbeing in the emergency remote teaching period?

What could be done better next time? Any advice for other teachers in a simi-
lar emergency remote teaching situation (school lockdown scenario).

Focus groups with students: sample items

Think about your experiences during the period of emergency remote teaching in 
early 2020 …

Describe an activity or lesson that was interesting or different from your usual 
lessons at school? Why was it interesting? What did you learn?

How did you find doing assessment tasks at home? How did you complete 
these assessment tasks?

How did you interact with your friends and teachers during the lockdown?
What were the hardest parts of the lockdown? [How did you manage that situ-

ation …]
What advice would you give other students and teachers for next time?
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