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Abstract

The transition from emergency remote teaching schemes to effective online
learning ones has posed just as much similar as specific challenges to different
countries and regions during school closures of the COVID-19 pandemic first
wave. In Portugal, the specific challenge of a notably aged teaching workforce
that admits being underprepared for pedagogically meaningful use of digital
technologies in education has become more evident. Focusing on the views of
seven interviewed schools’ headteachers, this paper presents and discusses the
reported facilitators and barriers/constraints of their schools’ transition from
emergency remote teaching to online learning, during the first pandemic wave
and relates those factors with the particular issues of veteran teachers’
engagement with online learning. The paper introduces the rekindle+50 project
under which the data collection and analysis took place and underlines the
extreme importance of continued investment in teacher professional
development and collaboration to enhance more effective use of online learning
tools and platforms in times of uncertainty.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and corresponding sanitary crisis that resulted in school closures
caused an unprecedented disruption in education systems. The abrupt changes that were
demanded of schools, teachers, students and families with the adjustment to distance
teaching schemes accentuated existing vulnerabilities and educational inequalities
worldwide (UN, 2020). Educational sectors and schooling levels were faced with just as
many similar challenges, such as issues of hardware and connectivity, as specific
circumstances, such as the ones related to conditions to practical or lab work and support
for special needs children and young people. How effectively educational systems
responded to such challenges depended as much on how well those systems were prepared
for them as on the types of responses and resources that were put forward to tackle them.
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In Portugal, schools’ closure during the first pandemic wave was nationwide from the 16"
of March until the end of the school year. It implied a loss of in-presence instructional time
during 14 weeks with an Easter break in the middle. Most schools and teachers took the
first weeks to organize the remote teaching routines in this emergency scenery with
occasional contacts with students and families asking or recommending learning activities,
clearing doubts, reviewing assignments, many times without fixed schedules (DGEEC,
2020). During this time, measures at a national level were mostly about setting up
centralized platforms and resources to help teachers, students and families, including
partnerships with important entities in the field of online learning (e.g., Open University),
as well as making guidelines available for schools to design and implement their Distance
Education Plans. At regional and local levels, schools, local authorities, social institutions
and enterprises partnered in designing solutions to reach all students and providing them
with resources and conditions to remain engaged in learning activities. After the Easter
break, in early April, and as new communication and teaching routines were better
established for most schools and schooling levels, concerns became more focused on issues
such as the inclusion of vulnerable and special needs students, and the monitoring,
assessing and certifying of student learning (DGEEC, 2020). Moreover, the government
investment was then concentrated on training school leaders nationwide to support other
teachers in the progressive transition from an instrumental use of technologies in
emergency remote teaching, to a quality digital education, in collaborative and
constructive environments (Moreira, Henriques, & Barros, 2020) and on launching
educational programming for basic education students on-air in a TV open channel, in an
additional attempt to reach students who still lacked the needed equipment or Internet
connectivity (Menezes Junior, 2020).

The measures put in place to continue students’ learning during school closure, especially
through online platforms, were increasingly dependent on families and students’
availability of resources, connectivity, competence and autonomy to use specific hardware
and software. But they were also strongly dependent on teachers’ preparedness to support
digital learning, both in terms of hardware and software availability, and technical and
pedagogical skills to use it. In this respect, the personal and professional features of the
Portuguese teaching workforce became salient as well as the pre-pandemic existing teacher
support initiatives and incentives.

When the pandemic spread and forced schools to close, a team of Portuguese researchers
was investigating the teacher ageing phenomena and its relationships with the use of
digital technologies in education. We were organizing a set of teacher professional
development sessions and together investigating its potential to promote the renewal of
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veteran teachers’ commitment to teaching and curricular innovation mediated by digital
technologies.

In this context, the paper draws on qualitative data collected within this project to present
and discuss the challenges schools and their veteran teachers faced during these
exceptional times. Focusing on the views of headteachers, its objectives are i) to identify
the main facilitators and barriers/constraints factors of these schools transition from
emergency remote teaching to online learning, during the first pandemic wave; ii) to relate
the identified factors with the particular issues of veteran teachers engagement with online
learning. The paper introduces the rekindle+50 project under which the data collection
and analysis took place, as well as some of its main findings to contextualize the situation
of veteran teachers in Portugal and the challenges they pose to schools. Afterwards, it
presents and discusses the views of some headteachers of the schools where the participant
veteran teachers worked.

The rekindle+50 project: study context

The project “Digital migrations and curricular innovation: giving new meaning to
experience and rekindle teaching profession after 50” (rekindle+50) focused on teachers
over 50 years old and on renewing their commitment to teaching and curricular
innovation, mediated through the use of digital technologies. Its purpose was to foster the
relationship between the essential aspects of curricular agency assumed by teachers and
the practices of educational action mediated by digital technologies (Mouraz, Lopes,
Morgado, & Torres, 2020). Methodologically, this project associated research, intervention
and the professional development of primary and secondary school teachers. It convened
two academic educational research centres and two in-service teachers’ education centres
from the North and Centre of Portugal. These later hosted two editions each - 2019 and
2020, of a course for pre-school, basic and secondary school teachers with 50 years old or
more about Innovative Educational Environments and specific new methodologies in
teaching with the use of digital technologies to address student demotivation and school
achievement (Morgado, Lencastre, Freires, & Bento, 2021). The research component of the
project included diversified data collection moments and methods spanning from an initial
online questionnaire, to observing the training sessions, analysing teachers’ digital
learning diaries held on the Padlet platform by the participants and analysing reflections
produced by the teachers throughout and by the end of the courses. Moreover, we
organized focus group discussions with some of the veteran teachers participating in the
courses, approximately six months after the courses’ end, and interviewed their schools’
headteachers in looking for more institutional perspectives of the introduced changes in
teaching practices related to the training. The second edition of the teacher education
courses had started in January 2020, when like so many other teaching and training
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initiatives, it had to reshape its program to adjust to online learning and, most importantly,
to the participant veteran teachers’ needs arising from the abrupt changes of school
closures due to the sanitary crisis.

Portuguese veteran teachers and the challenges of digital education:
establishing a background

In 2018, the average age of the teaching workforce in Portugal was 44 years old (OECD,
2019a), with more than 40% of teachers having more than 50 years old. This ageing trend
has been related to the increase in life expectancy and correspondent delay of the
retirement age, as well as with the decrease in the school population and correspondent
decrease in new teachers’ recruitment. Older teachers usually accumulate a professional
experience of twenty or more years being frequently identified in the literature as “veteran
teachers” (Carrilo, & Flores, 2018; Monteiro, Mouraz, & Dotta, 2021; Orlando, 2014).
Though rich in professional experience, Portuguese veteran teachers have suffered from a
lack of career progression and erosion of working conditions and well-being
(EC/EACEA/Eurydice, 2021) as well as of the perceived social value of the teaching
profession (Alves & Lopes, 2016). Internationally, Portuguese teachers experience one of
the largest numbers of instructional hours and with the least sense of self-efficacy on the
use of class time (OECD, 2019a; OECD, 2019b). When combined with growing pressures
to change and innovation challenging their pedagogical knowledge and the experience
accumulated in years of practice (Orlando, 2014) and with generational students
accentuated by the rapid evolution and incorporation of ICT in youth cultures, many suffer
from professional exhaustion, stress and discouragement (Alves & Lopes, 2016;
EC/EACEA/Eurydice, 2021). Though the crucial role of the use of digital technologies in
improving the quality of education has been well established, many teachers still feel
underprepared for the use of technologies in teaching (OECD, 2019b), especially in ways
that improve its pedagogical potential in education.

Besides the above-mentioned challenges, the abrupt digitalization of education due to the
pandemic lockdown increased the pressure to curricular and pedagogical innovation and
the need for immediate responses from educational institutions, with the aggravating
factor that there was not enough time to properly prepare teachers for careful planning of
meaningful online learning practices. Such constraint led to emergency remote teaching
responses, which the main objective is to “provide temporary access to instruction and
instructional supports in a manner that is quick to set up and is reliably available during
an emergency or crisis” (Hodges et al., 2020; Emergence remote teaching section, para.l).

Though much expectation has been placed on the possibility of the transition to online
learning enabling the sustainability of innovative pedagogical practices once schools come
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back to in-presence teaching, most findings from the rekindle+50 project have shown
otherwise that this shift of instructional delivery may not represent, at first, a sustainable
pedagogical change. For instance, according to Morgado, Mouraz, and Freires (2019), only
the promotion of a culture of technology in teaching-learning contexts can enhance a
movement of pedagogical innovation, which has to settle on curricular agency and
educational practices mediated by digital technologies. Such innovations require sound
strategies to mobilize a sustainable digital culture in the daily life of schools, which
constantly tackle constraints that interfere with the construction and implementation of
new practices. For the case of veteran teachers, such constraints include professional and
personal aspects (Morgado, Lencastre, Freires, & Bento, 2021; Dotta, Monteiro, & Mouraz,
2019). The professional aspects are related to pedagogical relationship (Postic, 1984),
encompassing conditions for effective online communication, feedback for formative
assessment and opportunities for peer interaction. It also includes the management of time
and student online behaviour, which in some cases may contain episodes of distraction,
agitation, indiscipline and disrespect. The personal aspects are related, in part, to
insecurity, lack of digital competencies, sense of loneliness, fatigue, lack of motivation, fear
of change, loss of status and authority (Dotta, Monteiro, & Mouraz, 2019). Usually, veteran
teachers can handle technology for personal purposes but need to realize how technology
and pedagogy can be combined in meaningful ways, being important to prompt new
experiences and to create comfortable and safe places for experimentation (Morgado,
Lencastre, Freires, & Bento, 2021). As such, the authors also highlight the importance of
school leaders’ support, as well as pedagogical and technical support delivery by Training
Centres, to the introduction of innovations in professional practices of veteran teachers. In
this sense, Mouraz, Lopes, Morgado, and Torres (2020) sum up that school leadership,
collaborative work among peers, professional development that aims to place teachers and
their curricular decisions at the heart of training actions and digital technologies are
essential elements in changing and innovating practices. Teachers’ participation in
exchange projects also provides them with more resilience to face problems, such as the
ones related to the intergenerational gap.

Methodology

The study follows a qualitative approach based on interviews with headteachers of schools
with a huge ratio of veteran teachers. It intends to highlight and map the facilitators and
constraints lived in schools in the transition to online from the school leaders’ perspectives.
In this section, we start to introduce the participants of the study moving on, afterwards,
to describing the study’s data collection and analysis procedures.
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Participants: the interviewed headteachers and their schools

This study participants were headteachers from seven school clusters of the North and
Centre regions of Portugal (N =7) who kindly agreed to be interviewed. The veteran
teachers that participated in the rekindle+50 project training courses worked in these
school clusters, and most of the interviewing process had some relation with the effects of
the rekindle+50 project training courses on the schools’ veteran teachers. Table 1
introduces some basic features of the interviewed headteachers, as well as the proportion
of veteran teachers in their schools.

Many headteachers pointed out the increasingly marked ageing amongst pre-school
teachers and a few teachers from disciplinary groups of Basic Education, mainly from the
5" and 6™ grades, which corresponds to the national trend (OECD, 2019a). We should also
highlight that school A is the headquarters of one of the country’s in-service teacher
training centres more specialized in digital learning, including innovative learning
environments. School B embodies a trend of schools in the inner part of Portugal, suffering
from the depopulation, decrease in the school population and corresponding lack of
renewal of the teaching staff that retired.

Table 8: Interviewed headteachers and proportion of veteran teachers in their schools.

Time serving as The proportion of

Headteacher Gender Age Education veteran teachers in
headteacher .
his/her school

A Male 65  33years Electronic engineering 50 to 60%

B Male 61 21 years Financial audit and 58%
Educational
administration

C Female 56 11 years History 50 to 60%

D Female 54  8years Philosophy and 70 to 80%
Educational
administration

E Male 47 7 years Portuguese language; 40 to 50%
Special Education;
Educational
Administration

F Female 55 11 years English and Educational 40 to 50%
Administration

G Female 57 17 years Maths and Natural 40 to 50%
Sciences

Data collection and analysis

The data was collected in interviews conducted online in June 2020 to headteachers from
schools of veteran teachers participating in the rekindle+50 project. The interviews
protocol pursued three aims as following specified: (a) to identify the composition of the
school teaching staff and their renewal trends; (b) to highlight cultural dynamics and
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concerns of each school related to curriculum and pedagogical development, collaborative
work among teachers and teaching in the transition to online and distance learning; iii) to
identify the main challenges and opportunities headteachers identified concerning their
teaching staff skills to face the post-pandemic times.

The interviews recordings were transcribed and analysed through a content analysis
performed by using NVivo® and combining a mix of pre-determined categories and
emergent sub-categories. Pre-determined categories encompassed facilitators and
barriers/constraints posed to schools in the transition to online learning environments,
whereas sub-categories emerged from the headteachers’ discourses.

Results: the headteachers’ views
Facilitators of the transition to online learning

Amongst the main facilitators of the transition, the interviewed headteachers referred to
institutional actions of planning, supporting and monitoring distance education and
raising equipment to make it available to students (all headteachers), collaboration
processes (C, D, E, F and G), previous experiences and training with digital education (A,
C, E, F and G) and motivational factors including pressures to change through technologies
(D, E, Fand G).

One of the first main institutional actions most schools undertook to facilitate the transition
to online learning was to raise equipment, support and expand connectivity through
internal resources and partnerships with community entities such as local municipalities
(referred by A, B, C and G). Headteachers A and G also highlighted extra care with
communication through being open to the educational community concerns and sending
clear, continued and equal information to all the educational community members, and
particularly to students, to contradict the physical distance of school closure. For most
schools, the first two weeks were essentially dedicated to establishing infrastructure,
including digital platforms and institutional emails for teachers and students (referred by
B, C, D and F). It was also a period to identify and assemble key resources and specialized
staff due to previous experiences and training with digital education in the schools.
Headteachers A, C and F highlighted existing expertise in their schools from past
experiences with digital platforms (Moodle and Google Apps), whereas headteachers E and
G pointed out some teachers expertise due to past engagement in Erasmus+ cooperation
and exchange projects. When in March 2020, the Ministry of Education recommended
schools to assemble internal technical support teams, the headteachers recruited teachers
from such experiences, and many highlighted the extreme importance of such teams in
supporting not only other teachers but also students and families (A, C, F and G). Internal
professional development initiatives were provided to the teaching staff mostly to help the
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exchange of experiences and expertise (referred by A, C, D, E and F) including workshops
and production or recommendation of tutorials. Headteacher C also highlighted the
provision of specific schedules for teachers to work collaboratively.

For the interviewed headteachers, such institutional actions opened avenues to enhance
and sediment formal and informal collaboration processes essential for the teachers’
capacity to effectively transition to the new teaching and learning environments. The
collaborative support and work between teachers were highlighted by all headteachers
except A and B as the most important facilitator of the transition. It was also a facilitator
particularly underlined when the teachers’ age and experiences were added to the
equation, as illustrated by this idea that teachers “worked pretty well and I don’t see any
problem, any difference between new and old teachers within the same disciplinary
groups” (C). Elaborating this idea, another headteacher explained that “in this difficult
process, the older teachers tried hard not to be left behind, seeking help in some of the
younger teachers” (G).

Concerning the specific engagement of veteran teachers, some motivational factors were
also mentioned, that included the urge to keep up with the pace of educational changes
and the efforts to adapt to new learning tools and environments responding to pressures
from students and peers (E, F, G).

Barriers/constraints to the transition to online learning

In which concerns barriers/constraints to an effective transition to online learning, the
headteachers pointed out motivational factors (A, B, C, E, F, G), relational and pedagogical
constraints (B, D, D, E, F and G), the extensive inequalities in terms of access to equipment,
connectivity and engaging special needs students (B, C, D, F, G) and related lack of digital
competence from some teachers, students and families (C, D, E, F). Two headteachers also
pointed out the lack of preparation to distance education given the novelty of the situation
(school B) and the difficulty to navigate the excess of available digital platforms and tools,
as well as of top-down daily issued legislation and recommendations (school C). Once
again, apart from some motivational factors, most were posed to the whole teaching staff
regardless of their age. After dealing with the establishment of infrastructure and lack of
equipment and connectivity, most schools faced the challenges of poverty and
disengagement of some students and families, and, most importantly, the lack of
competence and autonomy of students to independently use the digital tools that were
adopted or simply to complete the assigned tasks even if in more traditional supports
(worksheets, textbooks). This often related to the more relational and pedagogical
constraints that were mentioned. An initial problem was the excess of tasks that teachers
assigned to students and the difficulty of students in managing tasks and schedules. The
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close presence of the teacher to deal with the students’ struggles and the lack of student
autonomy was referred with the idea that “students usually studied just for tests and did
not have the kind of work they now have to do independently to learn. In the end, they
have to learn alone, they have to look for stuff alone” (D). The change in the pedagogical
relation implied struggles in feedback and learning assessment. Some headteachers
pointed out how teachers felt insecure about the validity of the assessment they made of
student learning as well as of the feedback they provided to students and families. One
headteacher explained that teachers “were not adapted to trust the kind of learning
assessment that is being made, because we are insecure of what is on the other side (...) and
if students are learning as well as of the feedback we produce” (B). Finally, the impossibility
or refusal of some students and families to have their cameras on and some fears for data
protection issues were also initial, though rarer, constraint in terms of pedagogical relation
between students and teachers.

The more referred motivational constraint was the lack of commitment of some older
teachers to the needed changes due to proximity to retirement, which led them to
reproduce online the traditional methods they used in the classroom. The huge time and
learning investment teachers had to made to produce learning resources with digital tools
discouraged some of engaging with the online learning demands, as thus explained: “it is
assumed that building resources in such tools take too long, and the investment people
make is huge, which increases the teachers’ tend to fall into traditional methods” (F). The
already installed fatigue, discouragement and self-perception of insufficient preparation
posed an extra challenge to those veteran teachers when facing the forced entrance in the
emergency remote teaching scenery during the school closures of the COVID-19 pandemic
first wave.

Final remarks

This paper draws attention to the need to reshape communication channels with students
as one of the main barriers/constraints of schools’ transition from emergency remote
teaching to effective online learning during the first pandemic wave. The interviewed
headteachers underlined the need to surpass the lack of equipment and connectivity, but
also the challenges of poverty and disengagement of some students, and most importantly,
the lack of students’ autonomy to independently use the digital tools and engage in
learning tasks. The headteachers also pointed out the inefficacy of some teachers’ option
to directly transpose pedagogical methods and learning activities to online environments.
This was especially the case for those older teachers close to retirement. Such inefficacy
was evident when teachers reproduced online the more traditional methods they used in
the classroom and especially problematic when involving assessment features as also
found in other studies (Doucet et al., 2020).
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On the other hand, the main facilitators of the transition highlighted by the headteachers
constituted the collaborative efforts from teachers and institutions to rapidly overcome
problems related to “first aid*“ support: connectivity, equipment availability and usability.
The collaborative support and work between teachers were also emphasized as a key factor
of effective transition to a new pedagogical challenge.

As in all the participant schools, veteran teachers accounted for the majority of the
teaching staff, the headteachers could not refer to a specific factor in this group. On the
contrary, when having participated in innovation and exchange projects, some of those
veteran teachers were agents of change and sustainers of innovation in their schools.

One can conclude that the “online challenge” could be seen as a renewal of teachers’
commitment to teaching and curricular innovation mediated by digital technologies. This
assumption is also valid for veteran teachers. However, to reach this aim, it seems that
continuing to invest in professional development and collaboration to enhance more
effective use of online learning tools and platforms with schools reopening is still urgently
needed.
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