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Abstract 

After the COVID-19 pandemic came to the United States in March 2020, teachers 

and educational leaders looked to virtual learning as a way for students to 

overcome learning challenges and improve educational experiences for students. 

Stakeholders were met with conflicting claims about virtual learning. Proponents 

of virtual learning claimed virtual teaching and learning platforms strengthened 

education because they provided additional tools when traditional classroom 

settings were impossible. Opponents claimed virtual learning resulted in learning 

loss, therefore failing to improve student learning. In this qualitative interpretive 

study of a rural school system in Tennessee, using instrumental, semi-structured 

interviews, I uncovered the perceptions teachers had about student learning 

environments as a result of virtual learning. The purpose of this study was to 

determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual learning and students’ emotional health, 

students’ motivation to learn, students’ personalized instruction, students’ 

classroom performance, and students’ learning loss in a virtual learning 

environment. In 24 interviews, teachers in this rural district desired less 

technology gaps, assistance with managing student engagement and attendance, 

ways to improve missed instruction, and increased training, support, and 

professional developments in virtual learning. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 In March 2020, government officials issued the first COVID-19 

stay-at-home order requiring the closures of public schools to help stop the spread 

of the COVID-19 virus (Storey & Slavin, 2020). COVID-19, the disease caused 

by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, became a global public health threat (Radha et al., 

2020). Coronavirus was the virus that caused the novel COVID-19 outbreak 

(Hannum et al., 2008; Rahiem, 2020); the World Health Organization announced 

the official name for the virus on February 11, 2020 (Hodges et al., 2020; Rahiem, 

2020; Storey & Slavin, 2020). Schools in the United States required virtual 

instruction (i.e., when a course was taught either solely online or an online portion 

mixed with a face-to-face instruction were taught online) in place of in-person 

instruction so learning could continue (Abuhammad, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; 

Quezada et al., 2020).  

 To help reduce learning loss during the COVID-19 pandemic, educational 

leaders and policymakers in the United States considered virtual learning as an 

alternative to traditional classroom settings (Rapanta et al., 2020). The claims of 

those in favor and those against virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic 

conflicted, and because of this, I decided my research should focus on learning 

environments during COVID-19. Proponents of virtual learning claimed virtual 

teaching and learning platforms (i.e., interactive learning environments) 

strengthened education because they provided additional tools when traditional 

classroom settings were impossible (Hassan et al., 2020; Javurek & Mendenhall, 

2020; Nambiar, 2020; Radha et al., 2020). Opponents claimed virtual learning 

resulted in learning loss, therefore failing to improve student learning 
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opportunities (Huber & Helm, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Lassoued et al., 2020; 

Rahiem, 2020; Yates et al., 2020). 

 Researchers suggested stakeholders’ perceptions were essential to 

educational leaders and policymakers considering virtual learning for students 

(Dhawan, 2020; Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Nambiar, 2020). Extensive 

literature existed on altered learning environments as a result of COVID-19. I 

found arguments from proponents and opponents of virtual learning in online 

articles; however, I could not locate research on how stakeholders perceived 

learning loss due to virtual learning during COVID-19, specifically learning loss 

as a result of the constraints the pandemic placed on teachers and students 

(Thompson, 2021). In this study, I conducted qualitative, instrumental, 

semi-structured interviews at four rural high schools in East Tennessee within a 

county concerned with learning loss as a result of virtual learning at the four local 

high schools. The four rural high schools had to quickly transition to virtual 

learning during the initial onset of COVID-19 during the spring of 2020. 

Statement of the Problem 

Researchers found positive learning environments played a crucial role in 

student success in school (Wargadinata et al., 2020). Several factors affected 

learning ability, including seating in the classroom, interaction with other 

students, and noise level (Hassan et al., 2020). Students who learned in a 

consistently positive learning environment (e.g., comfortable, quiet, no 

distractions) were more motivated and engaged and had a higher overall learning 

ability (Hassan et al., 2020; Radha et al., 2020). On the other hand, students 

learning in negative environments (e.g., uncomfortable, loud, full of distractions) 
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found it difficult to absorb information and stay engaged (Hassan et al., 2020; 

Lassoued et al., 2020; Radha et al., 2020). A positive learning environment played 

a vital role in how effectively students learned and absorbed new information 

(Lassoued et al., 2020).  

The lack of positive learning environments affected student success, 

especially for students learning virtually (Nambiar, 2020). Teachers were 

challenged to maintain positive learning environments in virtual settings (Hassan 

et al., 2020; Yates et al., 2020). Perhaps the most common challenge students 

faced in virtual learning was the lack of face-to-face engagement with teachers 

and other students (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020). Teachers provided virtual 

instruction in various ways, such as sharing slide show presentations, posting 

videos of recorded lectures, or streaming lectures live (Lassoued et al., 2020). 

Despite the variety of ways teachers fostered student engagement, students did not 

find a virtual classroom as engaging as a traditional classroom (Bethel et al., 

2014; Hassan et al., 2020). The lack of in-person communication, such as verbal 

and nonverbal instruction, became problematic for students who were struggling 

to understand learning material, according to Minkos and Gelbar (2020). 

In March 2020, the COVID-19 virus caused over 55 million U.S. schools 

to close and forced school-aged children to stay in their homes (Abuhammad, 

2020; Hodges et al., 2020; Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). The shutdown of schools 

posed challenges to students and teachers. Public education was not prepared to 

cope with a situation like the COVID-19 pandemic (Huber & Helm, 2020). 

Schools lacked the structures to sustain effective teaching and learning during the 

shutdown (Huang et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020). Students' academic 
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performance deteriorated during the pandemic, along with student progress and 

other developmental skills (Rahiem, 2020). Students lacked daily access to the 

basic supports needed to be successful while learning from home, such as regular 

learning schedules, productive work environments, and ability to use technology 

(Dorn et al., 2020). 

 Studies by Minkos and Gelbar (2020) showed the crisis widened existing 

socioeconomic disparities such as poor cognitive development, poor learning 

ability, and difficulty with socioemotional processing. As a result, students with 

learning deficits who struggled under normal circumstances in a regular 

classroom setting had difficulties receiving effective instruction due to 

interruptions in their learning (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). The 2020-2021 school 

year began with schools in virtual or hybrid learning models. Kaden (2020) stated 

upon the start of the new 2020-2021 school year, teachers should have identified 

struggling students and offer more academic and emotional assistance because the 

learning and emotional gap would widen. Minkos and Gelbar (2020) stated, “It 

will take a long time for students to recover from the shutdown” (p. 418). 

COVID-19 was the catalyst for schools to move to virtual learning. Virtual 

learning may have been the best possibility during the initial COVID-19 outbreak; 

however, the COVID-19 crisis and the unparalleled education disruption was far 

from over. In the fall of 2021 as schools moved back to in-person teaching and 

working through the continual issues of COVID-19, it was important to look at 

the outcome of virtual learning to identify possible areas of needed improvement 

to best serve teachers and students.  
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 Proponents of virtual learning claimed students learning virtually from 

home allowed them the flexibility to control their own time, which provided them 

with additional time for self-care, exercise, and family time (Radha et al., 2020; 

Rahiem, 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). Opponents claimed the quick transition 

to virtual learning during COVID-19 led to student learning loss, specifically in 

rural areas where virtual technology was not always available due to lack of 

internet access and lack of required devices to learn virtually (Hodges et al., 2020; 

Lassoued et al., 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). Student lack of opportunity was 

a reoccurring theme in opponents’ claims against virtual learning (Hodges et al., 

2020; Huang et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Nambiar, 2020: Rahiem, 2020; 

Yates et al., 2020). The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ 

perceptions of virtual learning and students’ emotional health, students’ 

motivation to learn, students’ personalized instruction, students’ classroom 

performance, and students’ learning loss in a virtual learning environment. 

Research Questions 

 The development of research questions was the most critical component of 

a research project, guiding the researcher to develop context, methods, and 

sophisticated analysis that stimulated knowledge (Anfara & Mertz, 2015). 

Effective research questions drive a researcher’s study guiding the study toward 

noteworthy and impactful results (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013; Anfara & Mertz, 

2015). I used the following research questions to guide my study and to determine 

effective data collection and analysis methods (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013). 
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Research Question 1 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ emotional health? 

Research Question 2 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ motivation? 

Research Question 3 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ personalized instruction? 

Research Question 4 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ classroom performance? 

Research Question 5 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ learning loss? 

Theoretical Framework 

 A theoretical framework was defined by Anfara and Mertz (2015) as “an 

empirical or quasi-empirical of social and psychological processes, at a variety of 

levels, that can be applied to the understanding of a phenomenon" (p. 15). A 

theoretical framework supported a researcher in making sense of myriad data and 

providing a framework for methods design and analysis, ultimately culminating in 

relevant and impactful results and implications from the researcher’s study 

(Anfara & Mertz, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researchers recommended 

an intentional use of the theoretical framework of a qualitative study to best 
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ensure the study was objective and precise. Where a theory was an overarching 

dialogue about interrelated ideas, a concept was a word or phrase that connects 

the thoughts, often within a larger theory (Anfara & Mertz, 2015; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). I used a theoretical framework to narrow further the lens within 

which I examined the topics of rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the 

relationship between the following: 

• Virtual learning and student emotional health; 

• Virtual learning and student motivation; 

• Virtual learning and student personalized instruction; and 

• Virtual learning and student classroom performance; 

• Virtual learning and student learning loss. 

 I used the concept of Mezirow’s transformative learning as a framework to 

guide this study. The transformative learning theory best fit this study because it 

explained personal experience was essential for the learning process (Mezirow, 

2000). Further, teachers’ and students' interpretations of their personal 

experiences played a role in bringing about changes in behaviors, beliefs, 

assumptions, judgments, and mindset (DeSapio, 2017; Kitchenham, 2008; 

Mezirow, 2000). The transformative learning theory was associated with 

changing students' and teachers’ judgment, beliefs, and expectations (DeSapio, 

2017; Lee & Tsai, 2010; Mezirow, 2000). Transformative learning was the idea 

that learners getting new information were also evaluating their past ideas and 

understanding and were shifting their worldview as they obtained new 

information through critical reflection (Lee & Tsai, 2010; Mezirow, 2000). A 
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transformative learning experience involves a fundamental change in perceptions 

where learners started to question what they knew or thought before and 

examined things from new perspectives to make room for new insights and 

information (DeSapio, 2017; Kitchenham, 2008; Lee & Tsai, 2010; Mezirow, 

2000). 

 According to Jack Mezirow’s transformative learning theory, learning 

began with an experience that led to disorienting dilemmas such as cognitive 

dissonance, or the discomfort that comes from realizing your understanding of the 

world did not fit with current events (Kitchenham, 2008). The unexpected, 

unplanned, and sudden shift to virtual learning as a result of COVID-19 had been 

an experience that led to cognitive dissonance, challenged assumptions about 

education, and inequities in our system were worsened (Yates et al., 2020). 

Society learned even with best intentions and despite teachers' best efforts, 

teachers could not reach every child to provide the supportive learning 

environments and tasks the students needed, a truth which had to change (Kapasia 

et al., 2020). All students should be provided with the same learning 

opportunities. 

 From a virtual learning perspective, teachers applied transformative 

teaching strategies in their virtual classrooms. For example, teachers presented 

real-world problems to students using examples from today’s world and gave 

students time to ask questions via video (such as Zoom), chat, or email (Hannum 

et al., 2008; Lee & Tsai, 2010; Rahiem, 2020). Students also participated in small 

groups via video breakout groups and collaborated in online presentations (Noor 

et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). Teachers provided feedback through virtual 
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platforms and supported students virtually by checking in with them daily (Radha 

et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020). Teachers also posed guiding questions so students 

could learn new information (Noor et al., 2020; Scull et al., 2020). These practices 

were components in Mezirow’s transformative learning theory. 

 It was important for teachers to remember students needed quality, 

differentiated instruction virtually and in the classroom (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). 

Mezirow (2000) framed the transformative learning theory around transformative 

teaching and learning. Transformative teaching was a strategy in virtual learning 

that provided students with opportunities to use what they already knew so they 

could transform it into something new (Lee & Tsai, 2010; Mezirow, 2000). 

Mezirow (2000) stressed transformative learning was the process of changed 

views and habits based on experience (DeSapio, 2017). According to Kitchenham 

(2008), the use of transformative learning in the online learning environment led 

to strategies that could be successful to the student: 

• Creating a safe environment; 

• Encouraging students to think about their experiences, beliefs, and biases; 

• Using teaching strategies that promoted student engagement and 

participation; and 

• Posing real-world problems that addressed societal inequalities. 

Teachers utilized these strategies to foster transformative learning to best support 

students in the classroom and in virtual learning (Kapasia et al., 2020; Lee & Tsai, 

2010). 
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Significance of the Study 

 At the time of this study, limited research-based data existed about 

learning loss as a result of virtual learning. In this study, I expanded on existing 

literature and research by providing teacher perceptions of student learning 

environments as a result of virtual learning. The extant data collected by 

researchers did not include teacher perceptions of student learning environments 

at the rural high school level. The goal was to expand the opportunities for rural 

high school students and teachers to develop ways to close learning gaps and to 

improve virtual learning for students and teachers. The purpose of this study was 

to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual learning and students’ emotional 

health, students’ motivation to learn, students’ personalized instruction, students’ 

classroom performance, and students’ learning loss in a virtual learning 

environment. 

 At one time, most American students went to small schools in small 

school districts in small rural communities (Wang et al., 1994). Over recent 

decades, however, both schools and districts grew dramatically in size. Districts 

merged and consolidated, forming larger districts and less smaller districts. Small, 

rural school districts decreased in number, from about 115,000 school districts at 

one time to about 15,000 districts today (Wang et al., 1994; Wargadinata et al., 

2020). In the half-century from 1940 to 1990, the size of the average U.S. school 

district rose from 217 to 2,637 students and the size of the average school rose 

from 127 to 653 (Wang et al., 1994; Wargadinata et al., 2020). My topic was 

especially important to rural schools because small rural communities provided 

chances to build strong relationships and get to know students in both school and 
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out-of-school settings. Rural teachers made a huge impact for the students they 

teach. 

 At the time of this study, literature focused on the unexpected transition to 

virtual learning to continue providing education to students during COVID-19; 

however, the literature lacked discussion on the learning gaps that resulted from 

virtual learning, specifically in grade levels 9-12 (Abuhammad, 2020; Hannum 

et al., 2008; Hodges et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020). Through 

this study, I filled the gap regarding student learning environments resulting from 

virtual learning in the rural communities and high schools in East Tennessee.  

Description of the Terms 

 In a qualitative study, researchers must clarify any terms that may have 

been ambiguous or had an unknown meaning (Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). I 

described the following terms according to how I used the terms in my study to 

clarify the purpose, research questions, and overall study (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). 

Rural High Schools 

Rural high schools serve less than 1,000 students in grades 9-12, within 

non-urban communities of 49,999 people or less. Boser (2013) noted the National 

Center for Education Statistics defined rural as territories that are more than 25 

miles from urbanized areas and more than 10 miles away from urban clusters. The 

U.S. Census Bureau defined anything not considered urban as rural (Ratcliffe 

et al., 2016). The U.S. Census Bureau calculated urban areas based on population 

density and other factors to adjust for the geography of the landscape and the 
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ability for a geographic area to urbanize (Ratcliffe et al., 2016). For the purpose of 

this study, areas with a population of 50,000 or more were considered urban. 

Student Classroom Performance 

 Lamas (2015) defined student classroom performance as the act of 

performing or doing something successfully using knowledge as distinguished 

from merely possessing it. For the purposes of this study, I defined student 

classroom performance as the measurement of student achievement across 

various academic subjects. Teachers typically measure achievement using 

classroom performance, graduation rates and results from standardized tests. 

According to Kapasia et al. (2020), students’ classroom performance depended on 

several socioeconomic factors like students' attendance in the class, family 

income, mother's and father's education, teacher-student ratio, presence of a 

trained teacher in school, sex of the student, and distance of schools. 

Student Learning Loss 

 Strauss (2021) defined learning loss as any specific or general loss of 

knowledge and skills or reversals in academic progress, most commonly due to 

extended gaps or discontinuities in a student’s education. 

Student Emotional Health 

 David (2016) defined student emotional health as a student’s ability to 

accept and manage feelings through challenge and change. For the purposes of 

this study, I defined student emotional health as how students think and feel. 

Student emotional health was about students’ sense of wellbeing, their ability to 

cope with life events, and how students acknowledged their own emotions.  
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Student Motivation 

 Hardré and Sullivan (2009) defined student motivation as students' desire 

or lack of desire to participate in the learning process. Student motivation also 

included students’ involvement or noninvolvement in academic activities (Hardré 

& Sullivan, 2009). 

Student Personalized Instruction 

 Kronholz (2011) defined student personalized instruction as an 

educational approach that aimed to customize learning for each student’s 

strengths, needs, skills, and interests. With student personalized instruction, each 

student received a learning plan based on what students know and how students 

learn best.  

Virtual Learning Environments 

 Racheva (2017) defined virtual learning environments as a learning 

environment enhanced through utilizing computers and the internet both outside 

and inside the facilities of the educational organization. The instruction most 

commonly takes place in an online environment. The teaching activities are 

online, whereby the teacher and learners are physically separated (in terms of 

place, time, or both). 

Organization of the Study 

 In Chapter I of this document, I introduced the topic of learning loss 

caused by virtual learning in rural school districts; the Statement of the Problem; 

research questions about teachers’ perceptions of student learning environments 

as a result of virtual learning; the theoretical framework of the transformative 

learning theory; the Significance of the Study; and a description of important 
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terms. In Chapter II, I provided a review of related literature regarding rural high 

school learning environments, the COVID-19 pandemic, school closures and rural 

students, school closures and learning loss, virtual learning environments, benefits 

of virtual learning, challenges of virtual learning, and how student emotional 

health, motivation, and personalized instruction were related to student learning. 

Following the literature review, in Chapter III, I described the qualitative, 

semi-structured interview research design where I asked teachers in a rural county 

about their perceptions of student learning environments as a result of virtual 

learning. Further in Chapter III, I discussed the collection, transcription, and 

analysis of the interview data. I described the qualitative procedures used and how 

the procedures produced reliable and valid findings. Finally in Chapter III, I 

discussed the participants and setting of my study. I also discussed and provided 

evidence that established the validity and reliability of any instrumentation I used 

in the data collection process.  

After completing the study, in Chapter IV, I analyzed results for the data 

collected from the 24 participants utilizing Creswell’s (2018) Data Analysis 

Spiral. According to the data, participants believed there were obstacles for 

teachers and students to successfully use virtual learning. Participants believed the 

negative aspects of using virtual learning in rural schools will improve as more 

awareness will be brought to their situation. Further in Chapter IV, I addressed 

each research question, and presented a summary of the main points of the 

chapter.  

In Chapter V, I summarized the findings, applied my results to my 

problem and purpose statements, considered implications for future research, and 
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offered recommendations for practices to be considered for implementation of 

virtual learning to enhance and improve student learning environments. 

 In this introductory chapter, I described an overview of the research study 

and its purpose. In the following chapter, Review of the Literature, I provided 

detailed histories, explanations, and clarifications for topics and contexts relevant 

to teacher perceptions of student learning environments during the COVID-19 

pandemic in Tennessee rural high schools. Teacher perceptions of student 

learning environments during the COVID-19 pandemic were essential in my 

research in the Review of the Literature. For many rural schools, COVID-19 was 

the catalyst to virtual learning.  
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature 

In March 2020, government officials issued the first COVID-19 

stay-at-home order requiring closures of public schools to help stop the spread of 

the COVID-19 virus (Storey & Slavin, 2020). Many schools in the United States 

required virtual learning in place of in-person instruction so learning could 

continue (Abuhammad, 2020; Quezada et al., 2020). Virtual learning was when 

teachers taught a course either solely online or when a portion of face-to-face 

instruction was taught online along with virtual learning, in place of in-person 

instruction so learning could continue (Abuhammad, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; 

Quezada et al., 2020). 

 No one could have foreseen the impact COVID-19 would have on 

education (Gonzalez et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). Initial hopes for a brief 

interruption of a normal way of life were met with the harsh reality that 

COVID-19 would be around for months (Storey & Slavin, 2020). The 

stay-at-home order in the United States required teachers to make quick changes 

on behalf of their students, changing teaching and learning environments (Huang 

et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020). Teachers switched from 

traditional classroom settings to virtual learning which served as virtual 

classrooms to communicate with students and parents (Rapanta et al., 2020). 

Students lacked access to traditional classroom learning, and virtual learning 

required increased self-regulation and motivation from students who experienced 

less face-to-face support than they were used to getting from teachers in 

traditional classroom settings (Rahiem, 2020). The stay-at-home order due to 

COVID-19 was known as a preventive lockdown, defined as a preemptive plan to 
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address an unusual scenario or a weakness in a system to preempt any danger to 

ensure the safety and security of people (Storey & Slavin, 2020). Lockdown 

orders in the United States required citizens to stay at home and to only leave 

home for necessities such as groceries and work (Storey & Slavin, 2020).  

 The switch from traditional classroom learning to virtual learning had an 

adverse effect on student learning (Hassan et al., 2020; Huber & Helm, 2020; 

Yates et al., 2020). Teachers had to thrust students into a learning environment 

that demanded them to have the skills to learn virtually (Kapasia et al., 2020). 

This produced culture shock for students (Huber & Helm, 2020; Lassoued et al., 

2020). While some students were successful when they transitioned to virtual 

learning, other students struggled due to a lack of understanding of how to use 

and navigate virtual learning (Huber & Helm, 2020). Students faced challenges in 

their transition to virtual learning, such as poor internet connectivity and access, 

lack of understanding of how to use virtual learning, and lack of motivation to 

learn (Wargadinata et al., 2020; Yates et al., 2020). Given challenges for students, 

I investigated how the transition to virtual learning during COVID-19 altered 

teaching and learning from multiple perspectives with my focus being learning 

loss as a result of virtual learning. The information from this literature review 

provided the foundation for this study of how learning environments changed due 

to COVID-19 and how the transition from traditional classrooms to virtual 

learning altered learning for rural students and transformed teaching and learning 

(Hassan et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). 
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Rapanta et al. (2020) defined virtual learning as a type of teaching and 

learning situation consisting of the following situations: 

• The learner was at a distance from the tutor/instructor; 

• The learner used some form of technology to access the learning 

materials; 

• The learner used technology to interact with the tutor/instructor and 

with other learners; and 

• Teachers provided out-of-classroom support to learners. 

 The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual 

learning and students’ emotional health, students’ motivation to learn, students’ 

personalized instruction, students’ classroom performance, and students’ learning 

loss in a virtual learning environment. COVID-19 presented benefits and 

challenges to teaching and learning environments (Hassan et al., 2020; Nambiar, 

2020). COVID-19 altered learning environments of students, particularly rural 

students (Dorn et al., 2020). Rural students lacked access to technology devices 

and internet connection making the transition to virtual learning difficult (Dorn 

et al., 2020; Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020). The virtual learning environments due 

to COVID-19 were catalysts for other occurrences, such as widened learning gaps 

in rural students, reduced emotional health of students, and students’ lack of 

motivation to learn virtually (Hassan et al., 2020; Kaden, 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 

2020). 

 I began this literature review by describing rural high school learning 

environments before COVID-19 occurred. I then defined COVID-19 and how it 

originated and moved from China to other countries. I later defined learning 
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environments and focused on how learning environments changed due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic when schools transitioned to virtual-only instruction. At the 

time of this study, the literature reflected a lack of focus on teachers’ perceptions 

of learning environments in rural areas and secondary grades 9-12 during 

COVID-19. Because of the lack of research on these topics at the time of this 

study, I focused this study on how the COVID-19 pandemic presented benefits 

and challenges to virtual learning, how altered learning environments affected 

rural students, and transformed teaching and learning. 

 I investigated the topics of my study by searching peer-reviewed articles 

in the online databases of Education Resources Information Center, Google 

Scholar, and the Lincoln Memorial University libraries. I made use of Boolean 

search strings that included words such as COVID-19, impact, public schools, 

virtual learning, pandemic, rural schools, emotional health, teachers' perceptions, 

students' perceptions, and challenges. I evaluated these search results by looking 

for peer-reviewed articles about teachers' perceptions and students' perceptions of 

learning environments during COVID-19. Both teacher and student perceptions 

were important in understanding how COVID-19 impacted learning 

environments. At the time of my study, I found little research on the topic of 

teacher perceptions of student learning environments as a result of virtual learning 

in rural high schools. Extant studies focused on college-level students or 

elementary-level students. Further, at the time of my research, rural high schools 

were not a focus of research studies. This may be because urban areas were more 

researched due to higher populations. I avoided topics that did not pertain 

specifically to learning environments or public schools. I also reviewed studies 
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where the researchers investigated the qualitative and quantitative effects of 

impacted learning environments during the shutdown time of COVID-19. 

Rural High School Learning Environments 

 Rural areas encompassed all population, housing, and territory not 

included within an urban area (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Rural high schools were 

grades 9-12 located in districts with fewer than 600 students and in towns of less 

than 2,500 people (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Yates et al., 2020). Given their 

prevalence and importance in their communities, rural high schools merit more 

attention than previously given (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020). Rural high schools 

acted as the center of social, recreational, and cultural life in their communities 

(Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Because of their small size, researchers and policy 

analysts overlooked rural schools (Lassoued et al., 2020); however, according to 

Wargadinata et al. (2020), approximately one-half of school districts, one-third of 

schools, and one-fifth of students in the United States were in rural areas with 

higher populations at the high school level. 

 Rural high schools had challenges such as high levels of poverty found in 

many rural communities (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Yates et al., 2020). 

Nationwide, 64% of rural counties had high rates of child poverty compared with 

47% of urban counties (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Yates et al., 2020). Students who 

lived in poverty faced educational disadvantages, such as food and housing 

insecurities (David, 2016; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). 

Students who lived in poverty did not have adequate resources at home, and they 

had less access to enriching activities outside of school. These students entered 
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school with a readiness gap that grew as they got older (Bethel et al., 2014; 

Wargadinata et al., 2020; Yates et al., 2020). 

 Another problem faced by rural high schools was a lack of funding 

(Hassan et al., 2020; Kronholz, 2011). Rural school districts received less funding 

because of their smaller populations, but a lower student population did not 

always correspond with lower costs (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Students in rural 

districts were spread out over a large geographical area (Hannum et al., 2008; 

Wang et al., 1994). This resulted in high transportation costs per student because 

buses had to travel further distances to students’ homes (Bethel et al., 2014; 

Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Smaller rural schools were at a disadvantage for funding 

in other ways, such as the Title I funding formula, which emphasized the number 

of students in poverty rather than the percentage of a school’s students who was in 

poverty (Hassan et al., 2020; Racheva, 2017; Raheim, 2020). The U.S. 

Department of Education (2018) defined Title I as a part of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act that provided financial assistance to local educational 

agencies and schools with high numbers or high percentages of children from 

low-income families to help ensure all children met challenging state academic 

standards.  

 Students in rural high schools had unique problems relating to academic 

performance (Dorn et al., 2020). Rural high school students had lower literacy 

rates than urban and suburban high school students, which was likely a reflection 

of the high levels of poverty found in rural areas (Raheim, 2020; Wang et al., 

1994). Students in rural high schools had access to fewer advanced classes than 

urban students; providing higher-level coursework was a challenge for rural 
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schools due to smaller teaching staffs (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Offering 

advanced coursework required additional training or more teachers, something 

rural schools had difficulty to fund (Bethel et al., 2014; Hassan et al., 2020). 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2015) rural students 

scored higher on the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) 

compared to their urban peers and the national average (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1 

Average National Assessment of Education Progress Math and Reading Scale 

Score of High School Public School Students 

Source: National Assessment of Education Progress (2015). 

Finally, while rural students were more likely to graduate from high school 

compared to their urban peers (Dorn et al., 2020), they were less likely to enter 

and graduate from college (Kronholz, 2011; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). 

According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (2021), 40% of the rural 

population ages 25 and older had completed high school in 1960. By 2019 that 

number increased to 87% (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2021). Over the same 
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period, the proportion of rural adults 25 and older with a bachelor's degree or 

higher increased from 5% to 21% (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2021). In 

urban areas, this proportion stood at 35% in 2019 (U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, 2021). The reasons rural students did not attend college included 

financial concerns (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020), physical distance from colleges 

(Kronholz, 2011), and lack of preparation from advanced coursework (Raheim, 

2020) (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

U.S. Educational Attainment in Rural and Urban Areas in 2000 and in 2019 

 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture (2021). 

 

 Rural high schools had lower teacher-to-student ratios than urban high 

schools, allowing more personalized instruction for students (Kapasia et al., 

2020); however rural school districts suffered from a severe teacher shortage 
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(Hassan et al., 2020). Teachers at rural schools had lower salaries and benefits 

than their urban counterparts (Hassan et al., 2020). Teachers and principals lacked 

access to high-quality, relevant professional development opportunities, as rural 

schools were far away from the location of such events (Bethel et al., 2014; Dorn 

et al., 2020), and the programming was not relevant to the needs of rural schools 

(Hassan et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Rural teachers faced professional 

isolation (Raheim, 2020); the smaller staffs of rural schools meant teachers and 

principals needed to take on additional roles and responsibilities, such as building 

administration or bus driving (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Because of all these 

factors, rural schools faced high teacher turnover rates (Raheim, 2020). According 

to Latterman and Steffes (2017), the more rural the school, the more challenging 

recruiting and retaining a qualified teacher became. Schools and Staffing Survey 

(SASS) data showed in the 2012-2013 school year, the attrition rate for rural 

teachers was 8.4%, compared with 7.3% for suburban teachers and 7.9% for 

urban teachers. As a result of the high turnover rate, rural school districts spent 

more time and resources hiring and training new teachers, further compounding 

their funding problems (Hassan et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Raheim, 

2020).  

 The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in an increase in teachers’ workloads, 

lower levels of happiness and wellbeing, and a rise in anxiety and stress (Fullard, 

2021). These factors made teachers want to leave the profession (Fullard, 2021; 

Rahiem, 2020). In the United States, principals were concerned COVID-19 would 

lead to a mass exodus of teachers (Fullard, 2021) (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 

Classroom Teachers Reported Likelihood of Leaving the Teaching Profession by 

the Summer of 2021, 2022, and 2025 

 

Source: Fullard (2021). 

 

The COVID-19 Pandemic 

The global outbreak of the COVID-19 virus affected 220 countries and 

territories around the world (Storey & Slavin, 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). 

The World Health Organization (WHO). first identified the outbreak in December 

2019 in Wuhan, China (Kapasia et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020; Storey & 

Slavin, 2020). Health officials worldwide cautioned the public to take responsible 

care such as handwashing, wearing face masks, and social distancing (Dorn et al., 

2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Storey & Slavin, 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). In 

the United States, individual state governors mandated lockdown orders to flatten 

the curve of the infected population and control the transmission of COVID-19 
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(Sintema, 2020; Story & Slavin, 2020). The mandated lockdown orders brought 

about virtual learning for students (Rahiem, 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). The 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention defined flattening the curve as a 

visual display of a bell curve that shows the onset of illness among cases 

associated with an outbreak and making the curve flatter over time by preventing 

transfer of the illness (Storey & Slavin, 2020). The visual display, a graph, 

showed the comparison of healthcare capacity with and without protective 

measures over time (Storey & Slavin, 2020) (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4 

Comparison of Healthcare Capacity in Patients that Used and Did Not Use 

Protective Measures in Contracting COVID-19 

 

Source: Storey and Slavin (2020, p. 12). 

 

 There was a high curve created by a steep increase in the number of cases 

per day, followed by a sharp decrease in the number of cases due to the 

implementation of protective measures (Storey & Slavin, 2020). A gradual 
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increase in the number of cases per day and a gradual decrease resulted in a flatter 

curve (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Storey & Slavin, 2020). Over time, the number of 

new cases that occurred each day decreased (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Storey 

& Slavin, 2020). It was necessary to flatten the curve during the outbreak of 

COVID-19 because the hospitals and health care facilities could have exceeded 

capacity worldwide if too many people sought healthcare simultaneously (i.e., red 

curve) (Storey & Slavin, 2020). Scientists predicted the flatter the curve, the more 

likely hospitals would continue to deliver care to the people they served (i.e., blue 

curve) (Storey & Slavin, 2020). The slowdown of the transmission of COVID-19 

resulted in a flatter curve (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; 

Storey & Slavin, 2020). The timeline of major events below showed how quickly 

COVID-19 evolved (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5 

Timeline of Major COVID-19 Events in the United States 
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  On January 21, 2020, a Washington state resident became the first person 

in the United States with a confirmed case of COVID-19, having returned from 

Wuhan, China, on January 15, 2020 (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021; Storey & Slavin, 

2020). On February 3, 2020, the United States declared a public health emergency 

due to the COVID-19 outbreak (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021; Storey & Slavin, 2020). 

The announcement of a declared public health emergency came three days after 

the WHO declared a Global Health Emergency as more than 9,800 cases of the 

virus and more than 200 deaths had been confirmed worldwide (Pokhrel & 

Chhetri, 2021; Rahiem, 2020; Storey & Slavin, 2020). In the United States, 

individual state and local governments first declared the closing of schools in the 

third week of March 2020 to stop the spread of the COVID-19 virus (Javurek & 

Mendenhall, 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021; Storey & 

Slavin, 2020). Forty-eight states, four U.S. territories, and the District of 

Columbia mandated school closures from March 2020 to July 2020 (Minkos & 

Gelbar, 2020; Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021; Rahiem, 2020; Storey & Slavin, 2020). 

 The lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic caused many changes in 

the United States (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021; Rahiem, 2020; Storey & Slavin, 

2020). The lockdown altered learning environments, teaching, and learning 

(Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Rahiem, 2020). Schools discontinued face-to-face 

teaching during the lockdown period from March 2020 to July 2020 (Storey & 

Slavin, 2020). The implementation of virtual teaching and learning strategies gave 

normalcy to a stressful situation by allowing teachers and students to stay 

connected and to be able to collaborate instead of being completely isolated (Dorn 

et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Rahiem, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic 
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interrupted education (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). Students, parents, teachers, had to 

change their routines and activities. School closures led to greater use of virtual 

learning (Kaden, 2020). Virtual learning ensured learning continuity during the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Dorn et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Rahiem, 2020).  

School Closures and Rural Students 

Existing research on the effects summer vacation, weather-related school 

closures, and out-of-school time due to absenteeism had on learning provided a 

rough estimate of how the time out of school due to COVID-19 altered 

achievement when students returned to traditional instruction (Kuhfeld et al., 

2020). Learning loss during extended school closures varied depending on 

students’ access to virtual learning, the quality of remote instruction, home 

support, and the degree of engagement (Dorn et al., 2020). Many students and 

teachers lacked internet service in rural areas (Huang et al., 2020; Kaden, 2020). 

Teachers best supported students during extended school closures who had access 

to technology and the capability to access technology (Kapasia et al., 2020; 

Rahiem, 2020). Minkos and Gelbar (2020) researched extended school closures 

and found schools where teachers were prepared to address a wide variety of 

student academic needs were more successful than schools that were not prepared 

during prolonged school closure. Students from rural or digitally disadvantaged 

families were the most susceptible to falling behind academically (Dorn et al., 

2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). 

 Kapasia et al. (2020) examined the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on 

high school students in rural areas. Students, particularly those from rural areas, 

were confronted with various problems related to depression, poor network 
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connectivity, and an unfavorable learning environment at home (Dorn et al., 2020; 

Huang et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020). Leaders of school systems did not equip 

teachers for virtual learning or digital resource use (Kapasia et al., 2020; Quezada 

et al., 2020). Students did not have the required devices, internet access, or 

resources needed to study remotely online (Raheim, 2020). Further, some learners 

and teachers were not familiar with the digital platforms such as Zoom and online 

programs such as Canvas, which they had to use at such short notice (Huber & 

Helm, 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). 

Minkos and Gelbar (2020) indicated COVID-19 disproportionately 

impacted rural students. Javurek and Mendenhall (2020) described rural students 

as digitally disadvantaged because of circumstances beyond their control, including 

financial and social hardships, as well as problems within students’ families (Kapasia 

et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Digitally disadvantaged also included students 

who, under regular circumstances where a quick transition to virtual learning would not 

happen, would not be disadvantaged by some sort of natural disaster (Dorn et al., 2020; 

Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020). Inequalities of access and opportunity during 

COVID-19 occurred in rural areas where known issues related to a reliable power 

supply to their homes and internet availability existed (Chaturvedi et al., 2020; 

Dorn et al., 2020). Further, rural areas consisted of more poverty and less 

technology than urbanized areas (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020) (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

American Workers in Poverty in 2015 

Source: Minkos & Gelbar (2020). 

 

The digital divide that came from virtual learning during COVID-19 

impacted students in rural communities more than students in nonrural 

communities (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020). Minkos and 

Gelbar (2020) defined the term digital divide as the gap between individuals, 

households, businesses, and geographic areas at different socio-economic levels 

with their opportunities to access information and communication and to their use 

of the internet for a wide variety of activities. Kapasia et al. (2020) stated students 

from remote areas faced enormous challenges for studying and participating in 

virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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The short-term and long-term effects of COVID-19 were complex, 

multifaceted, and particularly difficult for digitally disadvantaged students 

(Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Kaden (2020) showed short-term effects of the 

digitally disadvantaged where many rural students did not have reliable internet 

connections at home and the costs for internet were high. Kuhfeld et al. (2020) 

showed long-term effects for rural students being out of school for an extended 

time as lower reading comprehension, lower math comprehension, and lower 

self-esteem because they lacked access to virtual learning resources.  

School Closures and Learning Loss 

 In the spring of 2020, it remained unclear how effective virtual learning 

was during the COVID-19 shutdown, given K-12 students and teachers had little 

experience with online instruction and gaps in technology existed in many parts of 

the country (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). There were persistent achievement gaps across 

income levels and among White students, Black students, and Hispanic students 

(Kaden, 2020). School shutdowns led to excessive learning loss for these students 

causing possible long-term effects on these students’ well-being (Dorn et al., 

2020; Kapasia et al., 2020). 

 Additionally, parents in rural areas faced barriers to assisting their children 

with virtual learning during the pandemic (Abuhammad, 2020; Lassoued et al., 

2020). Parents performed the responsibility of helping teachers to teach their 

students from home (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Yates et al., 2020). For 

parents with lower education levels, this was a difficult task (Hassan et al., 2020; 

Huang et al., 2020); parents informed teachers that they could not help their 

children study specific subjects and handle the necessary technology to help their 
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child's learning experience (Abuhammad, 2020; Hassan et al., 2020; Huang et al., 

2020). The qualitative research of Abuhammad (2020) used Jordanian Facebook 

groups to explore parents' perceptions regarding the challenges of virtual learning 

(e.g., personal, technical, logistical, and financial) faced by their children during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Abuhammad (2020) concluded modifications were 

required to remove these challenges to find ways to develop relationships with 

other online students and teachers and to implement support strategies for 

lower-achieving students. 

 Gross and Opalka (2020) identified gaps between the expectations for 

instruction, staying in touch with students, and progress monitoring from a sample 

of 477 school systems in the United States. Gross and Opalka (2020) further 

found only 27% of rural and small-town school districts expected teachers to 

provide virtual instruction, compared with over half of urban school districts. 

Gross and Opalka (2020) stated there were similar gaps for expectations to 

monitor engagement: 43% of rural school districts expected teachers to regularly 

take attendance or check-in with their students, compared with 65% of urban 

districts. While it was common for rural areas not to have the technological 

support that was accessible in urban areas, Gross and Opalka (2020) identified a 

rural-urban divide in teaching and learning expectations that resulted in the 

economically disadvantaged students in rural areas being left behind due to lack 

of services during the COVID-19 pandemic. Gross and Opalka (2020) further 

showed affluent districts in urban areas were twice as likely as high-poverty 

districts to require live video instruction so students could interact with their 

teachers live. Gross and Opalka (2020) determined the need to have equal 
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expectations of teaching and learning during a pandemic. All students are entitled 

to equal education and expectations regardless of economic means (Chafouleas 

et al., 2020; Gross & Opalka, 2020; Lassoued et al., 2020). 

Virtual Learning Environments 

Bates (2019) described the following as a learning environment:  

A diverse physical location, context, and culture in which students learn. 

Since students may learn in various settings, such as outside-of-school 

locations and outdoor environments, the term was often used as a more 

accurate or preferred alternative to the classroom, which has more limited 

and traditional connotations, such as a room with rows of desks and a 

chalkboard. The term learning environment also has to do with how 

individuals interact with and treat one another, as well as how teachers 

organize an educational setting to facilitate learning. (p. 271-272) 

Virtual learning had been in existence since 1999 when it was first used at the 

collegiate level to allow students who could not attend college due to 

geographical or time constraints the opportunity to learn (Hodges et al., 2020). 

There were varied terms for virtual learning:  

• Web-based (Lassoued et al., 2020); 

• Online (Raheim, 2020); 

• Virtual learning (Hannum et al., 2008); 

• Blended learning (Radha et al., 2020); and  

• Computer-mediated learning (Noor et al., 2020).  
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Lassoued et al. (2020) described web-based learning as an educational situation 

that required communication between the teacher and the student through multiple 

media via modern audio-visual communication technologies. Raheim (2020) 

defined online learning as education that took place over the internet. Hannum 

et al. (2008) defined virtual learning as a process that schools used to meet 

students' learning needs. Radha et al. (2020) defined blended learning as a style of 

education in which students learned through online media as well as traditional 

face-to-face teaching. Noor et al. (2020) defined computer-mediated learning as 

any human communication that occurred using electronic devices. For this 

literature review, I used the term virtual learning for consistency.  

While virtual learning evolved in different forms, it continued to provide 

opportunities for students to learn outside the physical classroom to promote 

student personalized instruction (Goodyear & Dimitriadis, 2013). A typical virtual 

learning environment had web and mobile applications that allowed learners to 

access their course from anywhere at any time (Hannum et al., 2008; Rahiem, 

2020). Virtual learning enabled teachers to deliver online lessons via Google 

Classroom, Zoom, and Microsoft Teams (Noor et al., 2020; Yates et al., 2020). 

Virtual learning required highly collaborative features like email, chat, wikis, and 

blogs (Bukhkalo et al., 2018). Virtual learning allowed innovative lesson delivery 

with the capability of gamified instruction (i.e., learning games meant to 

supplement instruction) and flipped classrooms that helped promote student 

classroom performance (Bukhkalo et al., 2018; Hannum et al., 2008). Flipped 

classrooms reversed the traditional homework-first, discussion-later format 

(Bukhkalo et al., 2018). Virtual learning allowed the use of synchronous (i.e., 
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learning in which the learner and teacher are in the same place, at the same time) 

and asynchronous (i.e., learning that takes place virtually and can occur in 

different times particular to each learner) learning in classes (Bukhkalo et al., 

2018; Rahiem, 2020). For example, a teacher would meet with students the first 

15 minutes of the class to discuss concepts, then would leave the online platform 

so students could work on their assignments (Rahiem, 2020). 

 Virtual learning had been a tool to support student emotional health and 

motivation because teachers used platforms such as Zoom and Google Meet for 

regular check-ins with students to continue to build and maintain trusting 

relationships (Hodges et al., 2020). Regular check-ins with teachers helped 

students with positive emotional health and improved student motivation to learn 

(Hodges et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). Teachers who established regular and 

predictable communication routines with students had better relationships with 

their students (Yates et al., 2020). Once teachers established check-in routines, 

teachers posted videos that helped create flexibility for students and families, 

giving even more emotional support for students (Rapanta et al., 2020; Yates 

et al., 2020).  

Virtual Learning Precipitated by COVID-19 

Throughout history, people perceived quality education to be a long-term 

rescue for challenges in society; therefore, the need to find an alternative solution 

to the traditional classroom during COVID-19 concerned all stakeholders (Hassan 

et al., 2020; Radha et al., 2020). The best option was virtual learning (Hassan 

et al., 2020; Raheim, 2020; Rapanta, 2020); during COVID-19, virtual learning 

was a practical, targeted, and essential means of teaching and learning (Yates 
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et al., 2020). State and district leaders helped provide access to the latest methods 

or capabilities of virtual learning but the areas that did not use the latest methods 

or capabilities became underdeveloped, and it would be difficult for them to 

coexist in the information era (Lassoued et al., 2020; Yates et al., 2020).  

Adnan and Anwar (2020) stated successful virtual learning implemented 

dependable technology that used engaging virtual learning techniques and ensured 

online delivery. Kaden (2020) stated the sudden move to virtual learning might 

have been the catalyst to create a new, more effective teaching methods. The 

necessary shift to virtual learning forced a new way of teaching and learning. 

Researchers found evidence that virtual learning improved the education 

experience for teachers and students (e.g., teachers and students had more 

flexibility of when and where they learned) (Ghazi-Saidi et al., 2020; Javurek & 

Mendenhall, 2020; Nambiar, 2020). Virtual teaching and learning platforms 

strengthened education because they provided additional tools when traditional 

classroom settings were impossible (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Nambiar, 

2020). Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic enhanced virtual learning practices 

(Noor et al., 2020). 

Virtual Learning in the Midst of COVID-19 

COVID-19 changed student learning environments from traditional 

classroom settings to virtual learning settings. Approximately four months after 

the start of COVID-19, the United States government began to make decisions 

regarding going back to the way things were before COVID-19 began, a process 

that Sahin and Shelley (2020) referred to as normalization. Local governments 

began discussing reopening schools on hybrid schedules, which meant alternating 
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students so half the students at a school were in person on certain days while the 

other half were virtual (Dorn et al., 2020; Sahin & Shelley, 2020). Teachers made 

changes in teaching due to COVID-19, which resulted in a need to innovate and 

implement virtual learning (Dorn et al., 2020). As a result of COVID-19, school 

districts designed an expansion of virtual learning options for K-12 students 

(Dhawan, 2020). According to Kuhfeld et al. (2020) COVID-19 caused school 

closures that sent over 50 million K-12 students home to learn virtually. The 

challenges and opportunities of education during the COVID-19 pandemic 

allowed schools an opportunity to identify what improvements needed to be made 

so all teachers and students could best be supported in future situations that 

precipitated school closure and chaos like the COVID-19 pandemic (Rahiem, 

2020). 

Benefits of Virtual Learning 

I found benefits of virtual learning in the literature, including students 

having more free time (Rahiem, 2020), students accessing multiple virtual 

learning platforms (Wargadinata et al., 2020), and students accessing recorded 

instruction (Hassan et al., 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). In virtual learning, 

teachers fostered learning in new ways to make education more equitable, 

resilient, and practical because they formed personal connections with each 

student using virtual platforms (Javuresuk & Mendenhall, 2020; Radha et al., 

2020). According to Raheim (2020), the biggest lesson from the COVID-19 crisis 

was disasters or health crises could arise at any moment; therefore, preparation 

must be essential to enable society to face such threats. Students had to adapt, and 
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teachers had to be prepared with direct skills to transform their teaching during 

such emergencies (Chafouleas et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020).  

Online education was a necessary learning and teaching platform during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, but it was also an alternative and innovative model that 

should continue to be used in conjunction with classroom teaching to prepare 

students and teachers if other emergencies arose causing long-term school 

closures (Wargadinata et al., 2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers 

and school leaders successfully strengthened skills and practices related to the 

implementation of virtual learning environments and addressing various student 

needs (Hassan et al., 2020; Radha et al., 2020). Lessons learned from the 

challenging times of COVID-19 were valuable in addressing achievement gaps in 

a meaningful, long-term way by ensuring all students had equal access to 

instruction and learning materials (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Nambiar, 2020). 

Hassan et al. (2020) concluded teachers and students should not consider online 

platforms for virtual teaching and learning a viable solution just during 

emergencies. Instead, virtual learning should be used in conjunction with 

classroom teaching as a blended learning model of education to improve teaching 

and learning (Chafouleas et al., 2020; Hassan et al., 2020; Javurek & Mendenhall, 

2020). 

Teaching Benefits 

Teachers reported the positive aspects of online teaching as improved 

class structure, minimalized disturbances, and implemented innovative tools like 

screen share (Nambiar, 2020). Virtual instruction also incorporated more visual 

elements such as graphs, charts, and videos, which could be preserved in the 
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classes' content for future reference and use (Nambiar, 2020). Technology could 

not replace a caring, high-quality teacher, but in combination with adult and peer 

interactions, digital tools and data expanded teachers' reach and increased their 

impact by allowing teachers to continue teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020). School faculty who had online learning material 

in place possessed infrastructure knowledge, technical skills, and online teaching 

experience (Germani et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020). This facilitated smooth 

navigation of teaching and learning during the COVID-19 shut down (Ghazi-Saidi 

et al., 2020). Researchers Scull et al. (2020) highlighted the importance of 

engaging learners through making personal connections. Scull et al. (2020) also 

drew attention to the benefits of using various tools to differentiate the curriculum 

and optimize all learners' participation. Scull et al. (2020) found virtual learning 

helped teachers make personal connections with students who were not as likely 

to speak out in the classroom. Students were more comfortable to interact in the 

virtual learning process than in the traditional setting (Hodges et al., 2020; Scull 

et al., 2020). 

Karakaya et al. (2020) performed a qualitative phenomenological study 

that involved a sample of 62 biology teachers. The researchers used 

semi-structured interviews to collect the data and evaluated the data with a 

content analysis method (Karakaya et al., 2020). Karakaya et al. (2020) found 

virtual learning increased technology use, cooperation, empathy, and positive 

thinking. For example, students participated in regular class discussions and 

accessed online assignments regularly (Karakaya et al., 2020). In other research 

by Scull et al. (2020), teachers worked to strengthen participation by building 
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relationships and connecting with the students to encourage them to develop 

help-seeking behaviors and model effective online study habits. 

Researchers identified an increase and change in workload for teachers 

(Hodges et al., 2020; Kaden, 2020; Rahiem, 2020). Online education supported 

learning for students during COVID-19, but teachers had to individualize the 

design to reduce inequality and social divides (Dorn et al., 2020; Zimmerman, 

2008). Teachers had the potential to learn how to use new technology and have 

proved themselves with minimal resources during the pandemic (Rahiem, 2020). 

Noor et al. (2020) suggested teachers should attend virtual workshops and 

development courses organized by principals to ensure more effective online 

teaching results. Noor et al. (2020) described teachers as the custodians of our 

future generation who continued to provide their services with great enthusiasm, 

even during the pandemic crisis. 

Learning Benefits 

Researchers Wargadinata et al. (2020) collected data in a descriptive, 

qualitative study through observation, questionnaires, interviews, and 

documentation determined learning took place optimally because students and 

lecturers communicated and shared through virtual learning resources. 

Wargadinata et al. (2020) recommended other researchers uncover the solution to 

obstacles experienced by students in virtual learning and the development of other 

media to implement effective online lectures. The amount of work assigned to 

students and quality of virtual instruction for the students’ varied (Minkos & 

Gelbar, 2020). According to researchers, students said studying at home allowed 

them the flexibility to control their own time, which provided them with 
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additional time for self-care, daily exercise, and family time (Radha et al., 2020; 

Rahiem, 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). At the same time, students also studied 

in a comfortable and familiar environment (Rahiem, 2020; Scull et al., 2020). 

Radha et al. (2020) collected primary data from Google forms to determine high 

school students’ attitude toward virtual learning. Radha et al. (2020) performed a 

study that showed virtual learning became popular among students across the 

world, starting with the lockdown period due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Radha 

et al. (2020) determined virtual learning to be a growing trend. 

Agarwal and Kaushik (2020) obtained responses from 77 high school 

students about their perceptions at the end of 40-minute Zoom lectures they 

attended for 12 days. The researchers found 97% of the students indicated the 

sessions were relevant to their learning needs, and 99% perceived the sessions 

tailored to their learning level. All the participants suggested online classes should 

be made a part of their curriculum. Agarwal and Kaushik (2020) concluded 

virtual learning should continue to be a part high school teaching. 

Challenges of Virtual Learning 

Some researchers found virtual learning degraded the education 

experience for teachers and students (e.g., teachers and students lacked the 

personal connection of classroom settings) (Hassan et al., 2020; Hodges et al., 

2020; Huang et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Noor et al., 2020). Teachers 

and students needed improvements and access to quality education services to 

improve virtual learning experiences (Bahasoan et al., 2020). Bahasoan et al. 

(2020) conducted a quantitative, descriptive study using survey methods 

conducted online; data collected from 115 high school respondents determined 
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virtual learning to be inefficient due to constraints during the COVID-19 

pandemic (i.e., lack of equity and accessibility to technology, computer literacy, 

and lack of student engagement and willingness to learn). 

Mailizar et al. (2020) performed a quantitative study and examined the 

views of high school mathematics teachers in Indonesia about virtual learning 

implementation barriers (i.e., "any condition that makes it difficult to make 

progress or achieve an objective," p. 2) during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mailizar 

et al. (2020) collected data using a cross-sectional online questionnaire that 

involved 159 participants from lower and upper grades in high schools. The 

researchers found four barriers existed that prevented adequate virtual learning 

during COVID-19: teacher, school, curriculum, and student (Huang et al., 2020; 

Kapasia et al., 2020; Mailizar et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). 

The teacher barrier consisted of a lack of teacher confidence, teachers’ 

unwillingness to change their practice, teachers’ lack of understanding of virtual 

learning advantages, and teachers’ knowledge and experience (Mailizar et al., 

2020; Rahiem, 2020). The school barrier consisted of hardware and software 

availability, access to internet connection, and school policy (Kapasia et al., 2020; 

Mailizar et al., 2020). The curriculum barrier consisted of mismatches between 

students’ assessments and virtual learning (Huang et al., 2020; Mailizar et al., 

2020). The student barrier consisted of inadequate virtual learning skills, students’ 

lack of access to technology infrastructure, students’ lack of internet connection, 

and students’ lack of motivation to use virtual learning (Mailizar et al., 2020; 

Rapanta et al., 2020). The researchers suggested virtual learning be improved to 

help break down the four barriers to virtual learning they identified during 
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COVID-19 (Huang et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020, Yates et al., 2020). The removal 

of the barriers allowed an easier transition to virtual learning when the COVID-19 

pandemic occurred. Lassoued et al. (2020) stated virtual learning required 

communication between the teacher and the student to remove potential learning 

barriers. 

Teaching Challenges 

School teaching staff provided education to all students during 

COVID-19, despite the difficulties, issues, and challenges they faced (Dorn et al., 

2020; Noor et al., 2020). The teaching staff of all levels of experience prepared 

and delivered their classes from their homes with all the practical and technical 

challenges this entailed, and often without needed technical support (Hodges 

et al., 2020). While virtual learning was not new, researchers identified challenges 

that arose regarding this learning platform during the time of COVID-19: 

• Lack of preparation time; teachers had not prepared their learning 

material to enable them to adjust to virtual learning, and the 

preparation of such material was time-consuming (Huang et al., 2020); 

• Teacher/student isolation left them frustrated and helpless (Rahiem, 

2020); and 

• Teachers needed practical pedagogical approaches to keep students 

motivated and engaged during virtual learning (Kapasia et al., 2020). 

According to Bates (2019), "A good quality teaching design [was] 

associated with clear learning objectives, carefully structured content, controlled 

workloads for faculty and students, integrated media, relevant student activities, 

and assessment strongly tied to desired learning outcomes" (p. 167). Teachers 
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became skilled at adjusting to virtual learning that continually changed while they 

met the needs of a student population that increased in diversity (Minkos & 

Gelbar, 2020). Hassan et al. (2020) showed teacher survey results in which 

students did not take virtual learning seriously and there was an inadequate 

response to assignments assigned to students by teachers online. Noor et al. 

(2020) conducted a study highlighting the issues and challenges confronted by 

teachers in delivering online lessons via Google Classroom, Zoom, and Microsoft 

Teams, such as high-cost internet packages, uncooperative learners, low 

attendance of learners, teachers' technology confidence, limited availability of 

educational resources, and poor network infrastructure. Teachers stated they 

lacked human touch and direct interaction in the virtual teaching process, which 

made it difficult for them to teach students (Noor et al., 2020; Yates et al., 2020). 

Learning Challenges 

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools across the world closed to 

mitigate the spread of the virus. Students, teachers, and parents had to adapt to a 

whole new education system of web-based virtual learning (Rapanta et al., 2020). 

For some, this was a smooth transition, but for others, it was a challenge and 

reminder of the inequality that existed in the education system (Louis-Jean & 

Cenat, 2020). Limited access to electronic devices, internet service, and 

technology fluency made virtual learning more challenging than expected for 

students (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Lassoued et al., 2020). Virtual learning 

methods have increasingly developed and shifted conventional learning during 

COVID-19 (Chafouleas et al., 2020; Wargadinata et al., 2020). 
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A mixed-methods study performed by Besser et al. (2020) with a sample 

of 1,217 high school students from five public high schools in Israel completed 

online questionnaires after they transitioned to synchronous virtual learning 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Besser et al. (2020) showed the participants 

reported higher levels of stress and isolation as well as a negative mood in 

synchronous virtual learning experiences compared to their experience in 

previous traditional face-to-face learning. Moreover, they reported lower levels of 

positive mood, relatedness, concentration and focus, motivation, and performance 

(Besser et al., 2020). Some of these factors could be correlated to dealing with the 

challenges of the pandemic itself (Besser et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2020). Besser 

et al. (2020) also found students who had developed a capacity to be adaptable 

were able to cope with personal disasters and situations that needed quick 

adjustment. According to Rapanta et al. (2020), adaptability was necessary to 

thrive in uncertain times. During COVID-19, the respondents higher in 

adaptability were both less upset and more positive when asked to evaluate their 

transition in learning conditions (Lassoued et al., 2020; Rapanta et al. 2020). 

Most studies found full-time virtual learning did not deliver the classroom 

performance or academic results of in-class instruction because student 

achievement in classroom grades was lower (Adnan & Anwar, 2020; Dorn et al., 

2020; Nambiar, 2020). Yates et al. (2020) showed 90% of students preferred 

learning at school because they struggled to self-manage, feeling they had too 

much freedom. Some students recognized a lack of time management altered their 

motivation and learning and attributed those to not having a school routine 

(Nambiar, 2020). Rahiem (2020) stated students argued teachers overwhelmed 
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them with assignments contradictory to the degree of flexibility, and they found it 

difficult to control their time. Students felt distracted by their siblings and the 

noise at home, while other students felt remote learning was more tiring than 

face-to-face learning (Rahiem, 2020). Nambiar (2020) found students perceived 

face-to-face learning more positively than virtual learning in terms of social 

presence, interaction, satisfaction, classroom performance, and overall quality. 

In a qualitative study performed by Chaturvedi et al. (2020), a survey of 

1,182 individuals of different age groups from various high schools in Delhi, 

India, showed 51.4% of the respondents did not utilize their time to manage their 

schoolwork during the period of lockdown. Furthermore, sleeping habits, daily 

fitness routines, and social interaction altered the participants’ health conditions 

(Chaturvedi et al., 2020). Chaturvedi et al. (2020) suggested further studies after 

the establishment of additional teaching methods for virtual learning. Chaturvedi 

et al. (2020) further suggested a strong need to analyze the issues experienced 

during the sudden transition to virtual learning so students could be prepared for 

any future situations. 

In a qualitative study performed by Adnan and Anwar (2020), the 

researchers found moving smoothly from an environment of conventional 

education to virtual learning could not happen overnight. The rapid transition led 

to various obstacles and challenges (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Researchers Adnan 

and Anwar (2020) used a qualitative online survey technique that consisted of 126 

high school students: 84 female and 42 male participants. All students who 

participated in the survey attended online courses during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The survey results showed a lack of access to internet facilities, lack of 
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proper interaction and contact between students and teachers, and ineffective 

technology were among the major challenges faced by higher education students 

in Pakistan (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). The survey participants also reported 

traditional classroom learning was more effective than virtual learning. Finally, 

Adnan and Anwar (2020) showed 71.4% of participants reported learning in the 

conventional classroom was more motivating than virtual learning. 

Abbasi et al. (2020) conducted a study to explore K-12 students' 

perceptions of virtual learning during the COVID-19 lockdown. The researchers 

collected data from 382 students (137 males and 245 females) using a 23 item, 

5-point Likert scale that ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree (Abbasi 

et al., 2020). The questionnaire consisted of items that covered students’ 

perceptions of virtual learning (Abbasi et al., 2020). The researchers found 

students felt bored of online learning (Abbasi et al., 2020). The students expected 

teachers to be more creative to avoid boredom of online learning (Abbasi et al., 

2020). The researchers also found students felt their interactions with teachers 

were not optimal compared to in-person instruction (Abbasi et al., 2020). The 

researchers found 77.4% of students had negative perceptions of virtual learning 

(Abbasi et al., 2020). Abbasi et al. (2020) concluded 325 students preferred 

face-to-face instruction over virtual learning during the lockdown. 

Virtual Learning and Student Emotional Health  

Extended time out of school altered student achievement, and that impact 

was hard to estimate with all the unique aspects of virtual learning on schooling 

and society (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). While addressing academic skills after the 

extended school closure remained an important objective, students would not be 
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ready to engage in formal learning until they felt safe, both physically and 

psychologically (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020); therefore, social-emotional well-being 

over academic gains should be prioritized by teachers as students return to school 

physically (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Minkos and Gelbar (2020) also showed 

teachers focused their efforts on ensuring the school environment was supportive, 

welcoming, and predictable. The impact of the initial school closures may have 

been minimal for some students, but it represented an adverse childhood 

experience for others (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Chafouleas et al. (2020), Kapasia 

et al. (2020), and Minkos and Gelbar (2020) have shown exposure to trauma 

resulted in long-term negative consequences such as developing numbness to the 

trauma, extreme anger, or emotional outbursts.  

Loades et al. (2020) conducted a meta-analysis that involved 63 high 

school studies. Loades et al. (2020) reported the impact of social isolation and 

loneliness on the mental health of previously healthy children and adolescents 

(n = 51,576; mean age 15.3 years). In the 63 studies, 61 were observational, and 

two were longitudinal studies assessing self-reported loneliness in healthy 

children and adolescents. Loades et al. (2020) concluded social isolation and 

loneliness increased the risk of depression and possibly anxiety when loneliness 

was measured. The duration of loneliness was more strongly correlated with 

mental health symptoms than the intensity of loneliness. Loades et al. (2020) 

further showed children who experienced enforced isolation or quarantine were 

five times more likely to have required mental health services and experienced 

higher levels of posttraumatic stress.  
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Husky et al. (2020) conducted research that consisted of an online survey 

among first-year high school students. The researchers provided the participants 

with a description of the study, and informed consent was obtained before starting 

the survey (Husky et al., 2020). Husky et al. (2020) showed first-year high school 

students who did not participate on a sports team endured more confinement than 

those students who did participate on a sports team. More than half of the sample 

(60.2%) indicated their anxiety level had increased since the beginning of virtual 

learning (Husky et al., 2020). 

Bethel et al. (2014) found building resilience, defined as "staying calm and 

in control when faced with a challenge" (p. 216), in children ages 6-17 lessened 

the negative impact of adverse childhood experiences. In their study, Bethel et al. 

(2014) stated children who demonstrated resilience had higher school engagement 

rates. For children in some families, stressors present before the pandemic, such 

as financial insecurity, housing instability, food insecurity, social isolation, and 

limited access to quality health care, increased since the pandemic (Minkos & 

Gelbar, 2020). Students faced various problems related to depression, anxiety, 

poor internet connectivity, and unfavorable study environments at home while 

learning virtually (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020). 

Dodd et al. (2021) identified the high school students in their study as a 

very high-risk population for mental health difficulties because of substantial 

disruptions to their education and home life. Dodd et al. (2021) performed an 

online cross-sectional survey with 787 high school students (15+ years) who 

studied at an Australian high school. A total of 86.8% of students reported 

switching to virtual learning had impacted their studies. Overall, 34.7% of 
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students reported a sufficient level of well-being, while 33.8% showed low 

well-being, and 31.5% showed very low well-being. Well-being was higher in 

older students, and anxiety was higher in younger students. Dodd et al. (2021) 

confirmed all students' health, well-being, and learning experiences should be of 

high priority in virtual learning. 

Researchers Kapasia et al. (2020) suggested targeted interventions in their 

study to create a positive space for students from vulnerable sections of society. 

Strategies needed to build a resilient education system that developed 

employability and young minds' productivity were of key importance (Javuresuk 

& Mendenhall, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020). Within the context of virtual learning, 

more students have presented with increased socio-emotional needs (Minkos & 

Gelbar, 2020). Researchers indicated chronic stress and trauma affect the brain in 

a variety of ways (Chafouleas et al., 2020). Children who suffered from chronic 

stress and trauma due to virtual learning had difficulty processing emotional and 

social responses, sustaining attention, and utilizing memory effectively 

(Chafouleas et al., 2020; Swick et al., 2013). Consistency served as a crucial 

aspect of support for children who needed to recover from stressful and 

potentially traumatic experiences (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020: Swick et al., 2013). 

Students encountered a lack of certainty, insecurity, volatility, and reduced 

autonomy as typical feelings while learning virtually (Germani et al., 2020). 

Virtual Learning and Student Motivation to Learn 

Brick and mortar school environments were fun for most students as they 

spent time with friends and their teachers inspired and motivated them (Hassan 

et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020). Hassan et al. (2020) stated attending school allowed 
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learners to follow the learning and work in a disciplined manner. Students 

performed best academically and socially when they followed a strict schedule of 

learning (Hassan et al., 2020). Researchers Urdan and Schoenfelder (2016) found 

motivation to be a complex aspect of human psychology and behavior that altered 

how people wanted to spend their time, the amount of energy they expended on 

each assigned task, how they thought and felt about the task, and how long they 

were engaged in the task. Rahiem (2020) found students were still eagerly 

attending online courses, working on assignments, and maintaining their grades 

despite all the barriers and challenges they faced. Numerous factors had a tangible 

influence on learning and motivation: the school environment, educator's 

attitudes, expectations, and family and social values (Hassan et al., 2020; Rahiem, 

2020). Wang and Pomeranatz (2009) stated these were critical factors that 

impacted student participation and academic performance. Motivation was, 

therefore, essential to students' academic achievement (Raheim, 2020). 

Researchers showed students with academic motivation continued to see the 

school and learning as necessary, like understanding and enjoying learning-related 

activities (Zimmerman, 2008). Conversely, a lack of motivation was a crucial 

explanation for academic underachievement (Scheel et al., 2009). 

Rahiem (2020) explored how high school students remained motivated to 

learn despite the limitations they encountered and endured while learning virtually 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Rahiem (2020) employed a qualitative 

phenomenological approach involving 80 students studying at the Faculty of 

Education at a state university in Jakaita, Indonesia. Rahiem (2020) showed the 
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motivation of students fell into three major phenomenological themes with further 

associated subthemes: 

• Personal-challenge, curiosity, self-determination, satisfaction, and 

religious commitment; 

• Social-relationships, inspiration, and well-being; and 

• The environment-facilities and conditioning 

In a study by Yates et al. (2020), 39% of K-12 students cited motivation as 

the most challenging part of learning at home. Students attributed their lack of 

motivation to family obligations, social media distractions, inaccessibility of 

teacher or peer help, lack of extrinsic consequences, and lack of distinction 

between home and school (Yates et al., 2020). After being out of school for an 

extended period, some students struggled with day-to-day organizational skills 

and time management (Yates et al., 2020). Some students had difficulty getting 

along with other students and forming friendships (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). 

Some students with psychological hardiness suffered a loss of motivation to 

perform, and even worse, some students experienced a severe state of depressed 

mood (Cole et al., 2017). Individuals with psychological hardiness were more 

likely to put stressful life events into perspective and perceive them less of a 

threat and more of a challenge and as opportunities for personal development 

(Kapasia et al., 2020). According to Dorn et al. (2020), these factors meant 

students were at risk of learning loss. While maintaining high expectations for all 

students was essential, expectations alone did not outline the interventions and 

scaffolding required to optimize learning for each student, especially given the 

variance in the skill students had when they returned to school the 2021-2022 



 

54 

school year (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020). The 2021-2022 school year began 

with students returning to schools for in-person learning in the southeastern 

United States. Teachers must continue to work to close the academic gap created 

from school closures and virtual learning (Dorn et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2020; 

Rahiem, 2020). 

Virtual Learning and Personalized Instruction 

In most of the literature review, researchers gave more importance and 

consideration to students' perspectives than teachers' perspectives (Hodges et al., 

2020; Nambiar, 2020). Nambiar (2020) stated, "Teachers' views were equally 

important because if they, like the education providers, were not satisfied and 

found the online mode unsatisfactory, then the educational base became weaker" 

(Nambiar, 2020, p. 789). Teachers were considered the builders of the future 

generation, with a productive education system based upon personalized 

instruction and quality education delivery through captivating and knowledgeable 

teachers (Lee & Tsai, 2010). Teachers were both constructors and actors during 

COVID-19 (Germani et al., 2020). On the one hand, they needed to design the 

tasks, environments, and resources that helped students learn. On the other hand, 

they enacted the designed lesson plan, shifting between roles as appropriate 

(Goodyear & Dimitriadis, 2013). During the COVID-19 pandemic shutdown, 

school system leaders asked teachers, almost overnight, to become both designers 

and tutors, using tools not commonly mastered by most teachers (Rapanta et al., 

2020). 

Researchers Sahin and Shelley (2020) found new questions emerged from 

teachers when they switched from face-to-face instruction to virtual learning: 
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• Do all students have the necessary technology for virtual learning, 

such as computers, iPads, and high-speed internet? 

• Are teachers ready to use virtual learning? 

• Do students and teachers have enough support from the school to 

implement the sudden transition to virtual learning? 

• What are the attitudes of the students and teachers toward virtual 

learning? 

• How are students adapting to the use of virtual learning? 

• Will students be willing to engage in virtual learning? (Sahin & 

Shelley, 2020, p. 4) 

These questions and others were a challenge to students and teachers as they 

worked to change their learning and teaching methods (Sahin & Shelley, 2020). 

Teachers had to find new ways to teach their students virtually and students had to 

learn new ways to learn successfully. For both teachers and students, this was new 

territory (Sahin & Shelley, 2020). 

In an exploratory study performed by Rapanta et al. (2020), they selected 

250 teachers according to their proven expertise and experience in the field of 

virtual teaching and learning. There were three main criteria the teachers had to 

possess to be chosen as an expert for study: 

• Research expertise with more than 100 citations on Google Scholar, 

with virtual teaching and learning innovation forming a major part of 

their research. 

• Virtual teaching experience, with more than 10 years of working as an 

online teacher. 
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• Experience with different national education systems. 

Rapanta et al. (2020) found the design of effective learning environments and 

embedding online technologies served as catalysts for teachers to experiment with 

new things, explore creative alternatives, and reflect on their own practices during 

the COVID-19 shutdown. According to Rapanta et al. (2020):  

The essence of an online course was the organization of learning activities 

that enabled the student to reach certain learning outcomes. These 

activities or tasks should be based on a mix of design approaches 

(synchronous, asynchronous, online, offline) and communicated in a clear 

manner, have an adequate level of difficulty for students' capabilities, and 

be accessible to all students. (p. 937) 

Virtual Learning and Classroom Performance 

Gonzalez et al. (2020) performed a qualitative study and analyzed the 

effects of virtual learning on public education students in grades 6-9 in Madrid 

during the COVID-19 confinement. A sample of 458 students showed a positive 

effect of virtual learning on student performance (Gonzalez et al., 2020). 

Gonzalez et al. (2020) found students engaged with an increased number of 

assessments while learning virtually (Gonzalez et al., 2020). The researchers 

concluded virtual learning during the COVID-19 confinement changed students' 

learning strategies to a more continuous habit, improving their efficiency. For 

example, Gonzalez et al. (2020), found students had a set schedule for virtual 

learning and study sessions. For these reasons, Gonzalez et al. (2020) predicted 

better scores in students' assessments and improvements in learning performance. 
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Summary of Review of Literature 

Understanding how COVID-19 impacted teaching and learning and 

overall learning environments allowed teachers and school leaders to know what 

direction to move to next to improve the challenges of virtual learning (Hassan 

et al., 2020). Wargadinata et al. (2020) recommended other researchers should 

uncover students' obstacles with virtual learning. Previous studies by Abuhammad 

(2020), Dorn et al. (2020), Huang et al. (2020), and Wargadinata et al. (2020) 

regarded teaching and learning during the COVID-19 pandemic were mostly 

comprehensive. Further, most studies focused on early grade levels (K-5) or 

collegiate-levels (Kapasia et al., 2020; Radha et al., 2020; Rapanta et al., 2020). 

Raheim (2020) found many studies have explored university students' insights 

and observations. Raheim (2020) suggested further studies involving more 

dispersed samples. Besser et al. (2020) found there was very little research 

dedicated to how virtual learning impacted teaching and learning in rural high 

school grades 9-12. The research of Noor et al. (2020) suggested further studies 

on teaching and learning strategies be conducted to gain a broader and deeper 

understanding of how virtual learning affected the education system. 

Virtual learning during COVID-19 might have been the catalyst to create a 

new, more effective teaching method according to Kaden (2020). Some 

researchers found evidence that virtual learning during the time of COVID-19 had 

benefits for teachers and students (Radha et al., 2020). Examples from the 

research were minimal disturbances (Nambiar, 2020), virtual learning increased 

teachers’ reach and impact (Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020), and students were 

more comfortable interacting with their teachers (Scull et al., 2020). Other 



 

58 

researchers found evidence that virtual learning during the time of COVID-19 had 

challenges for teachers and students. Examples from the research were 

teacher/student feelings of isolation (Huang et al., 2020), students struggled with 

time-management and self-management (Yates et al., 2020), students not being 

able to learn while they dealt with distractions from home (Rahiem, 2020). 

During my research of the literature, I found a considerable amount of 

research on how COVID-19 negatively impacted rural students the most. Javurek 

and Mendenhall (2020) and Minkos and Gelbar (2020) found rural students to be 

digitally disadvantaged because of detrimental circumstances beyond their 

control, which prevented them from excelling academically. The literature gave 

many examples of how rural students were underserved during the COVID-19 

pandemic; some of those examples were less technology and internet access 

(Chaturvedi et al., 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020, Minkos & Gelbar, 2020), social and 

health consequences (Kaden, 2020; Storey & Slavin, 2020), and difficult home 

conditions that created an unsuitable learning environment (Dorn et al., 2020; 

Kaden, 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020). 

I also found studies on the topics of student motivation and student 

emotional health during the COVID-19 pandemic in the literature (Dorn et al., 

2020). Student motivation to learn in virtual environments prevailed during the 

shutdown of COVID-19 according to the literature (Rahiem. 2020). Some 

students struggled with staying motivated while virtual learning during the 

extended school closure (Yates et al., 2020), but other students showed 

self-determination in being successful academically (Lassoued et al., 2020; 

Rahiem, 2020). For my study, I focused on how students found, or did not find, 
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balance and motivation while learning virtually during the COVID-19 shutdown. 

Student emotional health was an important topic I wanted to include in my 

research because researchers Kapasia et al. (2020), Kuhfeld et al. (2020), and 

Minkos and Gelbar (2020) showed students would not be ready to learn virtually 

until they felt safe. The researchers found students faced problems related to 

depression, anxiety, poor technology access for learning, and unfavorable study 

environments (Dodd et al., 2021; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). 

Through a thorough review of existing literature, I noted an existing gap 

concerning how COVID-19 impacted teaching and learning at the high school 

(9-12) level, specifically in rural high schools. This qualitative study filled that 

gap by conducting interviews with rural high school teachers in East Tennessee. 

The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual 

learning and students’ emotional health, students’ motivation to learn, students’ 

personalized instruction, students’ classroom performance, and students’ learning 

loss in a virtual learning environment. In Chapter III, I gave an overview of the 

research design and described the methodology of the study (including the 

population, data collection methods, and methods of analysis) of this study. I also 

described the concepts and a brief historical background of the specific research 

design I used. Also in Chapter III, I discussed and provided evidence that 

established the validity and reliability of my data collection process.  
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Chapter III: Methodology 

 COVID-19, the disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, became a 

global public health threat in March 2020. Coronavirus was the virus that caused 

the novel COVID-19 outbreak (Radha et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020). Schools in the 

United States required virtual instruction (i.e., when a course was taught either 

solely online or an online portion mixed with a face-to-face instruction) in place 

of in-person instruction so learning could continue (Abuhammad, 2020; Kapasia 

et al., 2020; Quezada et al., 2020). To help reduce learning loss during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, educational leaders and policymakers in the United States 

considered virtual learning as an alternative to traditional classroom settings 

(Nambiar, 2020). The claims of those in favor and those against virtual learning 

during the COVID-19 pandemic conflicted, and because of this, I decided my 

research should focus on learning environments during COVID-19. 

The literature reviewed in Chapter II revealed a knowledge gap due to 

long-term school closures and potential learning loss as a result of virtual 

learning. The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of 

virtual learning and students’ emotional health, students’ motivation to learn, 

students’ personalized instruction, students’ classroom performance, and students’ 

learning loss in a virtual learning environment. In Chapter III, I described specific 

research methods that involved the research design, the role of the researcher, 

including background information and potential bias, and the participants in the 

study. Then I explained the data collection, including instrumentation, 

permissions, and pilot tests. Finally, I revealed the limitations, delimitations, and 

assumptions of the study.  
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Research Design 

I chose to conduct a qualitative study to explore the behavior, 

perspectives, feelings, and experiences of people. Roberts and Hyatt (2019) stated 

qualitative studies focus on people’s experience from their perspective. Merriam 

and Tisdell (2016) stated, “To some extent all forms of qualitative research are 

trying to uncover participants’ understandings of their experiences” (p. 24). 

Qualitative researchers were interested in the meanings people attached to the 

activities and events in their world and were open to whatever emerged from the 

data collection. Qualitative research lay in the interpretive approach to social 

reality and in the description of the lived experience of human beings (Roberts & 

Hyatt, 2019).  

The most common form of qualitative research involved interpretive 

research in which I sought to acquire the perceptions and experiences of people in 

their natural settings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In the fall semester of 2021, I 

conducted a qualitative, interpretive research study to better understand teacher 

perceptions of virtual learning. The need to understand the group of teachers who 

implement, monitor, and support students who learn virtually necessitated a 

qualitative, interpretive study, which included interviews of teachers related to the 

support they provided students in their school building. Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) utilized educational research as data-based evidence to conduct quality 

studies that informed educational policy through a constructivist worldview, 

ethnographic designs, and behavior observations. Researchers valued how other 

qualitative researchers explored and revealed meanings individuals assigned to a 

problem (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  
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Role of the Researcher 

In this qualitative, interpretive study, I operated as the primary, sole agent 

of the data processes and collection, which adhered to the historical intent of 

qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I 

acted alone as I conducted this study and was the primary data collector and 

analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I designed the interview questions (see 

Appendix A), completed a pilot study, analyzed the raw data to construct codes 

and themes, verified trustworthiness, planned for limitations and delimitations, 

and reported accurate data about the specific participants in the study. 

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), ethical research should be 

reported objectively and honestly, shared with participants, originally published 

without plagiarism, and duly credited to the contributing authors. I adhered to 

those guidelines by crediting all authors and contributors, reporting information 

truthfully, anonymizing data, and securing sensitive information. I completed my 

roles and responsibilities as a researcher, while causing as little disruption to the 

participants as possible (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

In qualitative research, the researcher was the most integral instrument of 

the study, collecting the data, conducting the interviews, analyzing the documents, 

and analyzing the information (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Roberts and Hyatt 

(2019) noted qualitative researchers bring the culmination of their knowledge, 

history, and personal experiences into the research study. As the integral 

instrument, they must be careful to identify and minimize any biases that could 

affect the study and findings. Creswell and Creswell (2018) recommended 

qualitative researchers identify themselves relating to their values and personal 
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backgrounds, such as gender, history, culture, and socioeconomic status, which 

may shape their interpretations formed during a study. I conducted interviews 

using the same questions, interviewed teachers from each of the four high schools 

in the Brax County School (pseudonym) district, and utilized snowball sampling 

to minimize my impact on the study. 

Participants of the Study 

Researchers used purposeful sampling in qualitative studies to gain 

insights from specific individuals or learn about a specific phenomenon (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016), “Purposeful sampling was based on the assumption that the investigator 

wanted to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a 

sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 96). According to Creswell and 

Creswell (2018), in qualitative research, I should purposefully select participants 

or sites that best helped me understand the problem and answer the research 

questions. I selected rural high school teachers from each of the four Brax County 

high schools as participants for this study because of their experience with virtual 

learning during COVID-19. I chose to research Brax County high schools because 

of their lack of funding, lack of access to technology, and lack of internet access 

(Huang et al., 2020; Kaden, 2020; Kapasia et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020). I used 

purposeful sampling to identify and solicit participation from individuals who met 

the criteria of a rural high school teacher who participated in virtual learning in 

Brax County.  

The most common form of purposeful sampling was snowball sampling, 

in which participants recommend other individuals who were knowledgeable 
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about the topic and interested in participating (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described the benefits of snowball sampling as a 

randomization effect because I was not selecting the participants. Instead, existing 

participants selected the potential participants, and the potential participants then 

self-select if they wanted to be a part of the study. I aimed to find the similarity 

among the pool of initial participants by their involvement in virtual learning. I 

was interested in the perceptions of rural high school teachers regarding their 

functions and roles supporting students while they were learning virtually; 

therefore, it was necessary to ask rural high school teachers about their 

experiences directly. I developed three initial participant criteria: 

• The participant was certified by the State of Tennessee; 

• The participant worked at a rural high school; and 

• The participant engaged in virtual learning during the COVID-19 

shutdown and continued using virtual learning. 

Setting 

In Tennessee, Brax County consisted of 622 square miles of land plus 2.4 

square miles of rivers. The majority of Brax County was located within the Ridge 

and Valley Appalachians, a range characterized by long, narrow ridges alternating 

with similarly shaped valleys (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.) The extreme 

southeastern part of Brax County was located within the Blue Ridge Mountains, 

specifically a subrange of the Blue Ridge known as the Bald Mountains (U.S. 

Census Bureau, n.d.). This range straddled Brax County's border with North 

Carolina and included Brax County's two highest points: Gravel Knob, which rose 
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to over 1,480 meters, and Camp Creek Bald, which rose to over 1,476 meters 

(U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.) 

The U.S. Census Bureau (n.d.). estimated the county population for 2020 

to be 68,879. The U.S. Census Bureau estimated Brax County’s median 

household income to be around $42,595 for 2020 (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). The 

total employed of Brax County’s population in 2020 was 22,850, with 15.9% of 

the population living in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). The average income 

of a Brax County resident was $19,998 per year; the U.S. average was $28,555 

per year (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). The Median household income of a Brax 

County resident was $35,860 per year; the U.S. average was $53,482 a year (U.S. 

Census Bureau, n.d.). There were four high schools in the Brax County School 

System (see Table 1).  

Table 1 

Brax County High Schools Student Enrollment 

School Name      Student Enrollment 
Stoneybrook High School     710 

Riverdale High School    395 

Valley High School     525 

Batavia High School     735 

Source: Tennessee Department of Education (n.d.b). 

Note: Enrollment numbers represent grades 9-12.  
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Brax County schools spent $8,399 per student; the U.S. average was $12,383 

(U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). 

Choosing Participants 

For this research study, I began with purposeful sampling to select 

interview participants. In purposeful sampling, participants were chosen based on 

their ability to provide researchers with the most relevant and helpful information 

for the study's specific purpose and research questions (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). I chose the four high schools in the Brax County Schools District as my 

research site. I considered teacher participants as certified teachers of grades 9-12 

in the Brax County Schools District. I gained access to the teacher participants 

through the Director of Brax County Schools, who gave me permission to contact 

the high school principals at each of the four high schools. Each Brax County 

high school principal suggested one teacher for me to contact. I contacted the 

teachers and the teachers agreed to take part in my study. After I interviewed the 

first teacher from each school, the teacher gave me a name of another teacher to 

contact. 

In 2021, Brax County Schools employed 423 teachers, 130 within grades 

9-12. I interviewed 24 teachers in this study, five teachers from each of the high 

schools in the Brax County Schools District. Where possible, I omitted 

individually identifiable information about participants—the specific occupations, 

gender-identifying pronouns, and specific pseudonyms (Admin01, Teacher01) 

assigned to each participant—to help protect the identity of the participants. 

Teacher participants had varying years of experience (5-20+ years) and taught 

various subjects (e.g., math, science, language arts, history). I interviewed teacher 
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participants until I reached the point of saturation, when new data generated from 

the qualitative study produced no new knowledge (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Data Collection 

I used a qualitative, interpretive research methodology with an interview 

design in this study. The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ 

perceptions of virtual learning and students’ emotional health, students’ 

motivation to learn, students’ personalized instruction, students’ classroom 

performance, and students’ learning loss in a virtual learning environment. In 

research, it was necessary to gain clearance to conduct a research study from 

appropriate parties before beginning (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In September 

2021, I emailed the Director of Brax County Schools, Tennessee, in which I 

described the purpose and design of my research study. The Director of Brax 

County Schools returned an email to agree for me to conduct my research in Brax 

County. With the help of my dissertation committee, I completed the research 

proposal form for Lincoln Memorial University’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). After receiving approval from the IRB, I individually emailed the 

participation request letter with implied consent (see Appendix B) to a teacher 

each high school principal suggested. The selected teachers met the participant 

criteria for this study. I selected additional teachers by snowball sampling. I 

individually emailed the participation request letter to the teachers identified by 

snowball sampling.  

Interview Protocol 

For the personal interviews of this study, I developed an interview 

protocol, a set of instructions, and a list of interview questions to support me in 
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maintaining some standardization across my semi-structured interviews (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018). I developed my interview questions to purposely address my 

research questions and to gain insight to my topic. Then I conducted pilot 

interviews using the interview protocol. According to Roberts and Hyatt (2019), 

pilot testing was “important to establish whether the instrument will provide the 

data that will inform your research questions” (p. 151). Roberts and Hyatt (2019) 

encouraged people who are not directly involved in the research study to provide 

feedback. I used fellow teacher colleagues from my high school, also not 

employed by Brax County School District, for the pilot interview participants. 

The purpose of these pilot interviews was to test the effectiveness of the questions 

and to answer my five research questions, not for gathering actual response data 

from the test participants. After completing the pilot interviews, I changed the 

wording of two of my interview questions for clarity and to better focus on my 

research questions. 

Interviewing Participants 

I identified myself as a student of Lincoln Memorial University when I 

introduced myself to prospective participants, thereby not creating a false 

perception that I was affiliated with Brax County School District. I arranged a 

date and time with the participants to conduct the interview. Before beginning my 

interview, I briefly greeted the interviewee to not display any biases or 

preconceived responses intentionally or unintentionally to the participants. I asked 

the interviewee if I could record the conversation. A recording device allowed me 

to capture participant responses precisely without any subjective misinterpretation 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). I used a Sony ICD-PX370 
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digital audio recorder. I advised participants that I may also take handwritten 

notes, that I would safeguard their confidentiality, and that they may stop the 

interview at any time. I then made a note of the time and proceeded with asking 

the questions per the interview protocol. During the interviews, I took notes of 

non-audible observations. Once the participant finished their responses to the final 

questions, I turned off the audio recorder and concluded the interview. At the 

conclusion of each interview, I asked the participants for another teacher’s name 

and contact information. Other than the first teacher I interviewed from each 

school; snowball sampling was how I selected my participants. 

The audio data from the interviews were transferred from the recorder via 

a USB cable to a secure flash drive. I was the only person who had access to the 

audio files on the secure flash drive. I was the only person to maintain the data. 

Using Microsoft Word and a USB transcription pedal, I transcribed the interviews 

verbatim. I stored the transcribed interviews in the secure flash drive. 

Methods of Analysis 

Researchers such as Creswell and Creswell (2018) and Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) suggested varying methods of qualitative coding data. I followed 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) coding process, which included the following six 

steps: 

1.  Organize and prepare the data for analysis; 

2.  Read through all the data (i.e., questionnaire transcriptions); 

3.  Begin open coding by choosing one transcript and read through it a 

second time, assigning codes to important phrases or segments of 

texts; 
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4.  Make a list of the codes rendered from the first document, group 

similar and redundant codes; 

5.  Apply the new list of axial codes to the remaining documents in the 

data set and highlight specific quotes that support each code; and 

6.  Reduce the list of codes to five to seven themes supported with rich 

descriptions from the data. 

The purpose of data analysis was to make sense of the data collected 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018), so I began analyzing the data early in the collection 

procedures to organize and refine the data analysis process (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). My goal was to develop codes that defined the participants' experiences to 

obtain complete and thorough perspectives. I carefully read the interview 

transcripts and developed sections or groups of codes—words or short phrases 

meant to capture the essence of the participants’ responses (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). First, I used open coding using the participants’ transcribed answers to the 

open and closed questions to construct the categories for each research question 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I used axial coding from the meanings (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016) constructed from open coding techniques until patterns emerged. I 

developed themes unique to each research question from the patterns in each data 

set until saturation of categories for each research question existed (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). As each theme developed, I identified quotes and data to illustrate 

how participants experienced situations and conveyed the qualitative information 

through rich, thick descriptions to the best of my ability (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
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After the data had been analyzed, coded, and categorized into themes, I 

reported the findings using quotes from the participant interviews to support each 

theme; I reached a point of saturation after 24 interviews. After I ensured the data 

answered my research questions, I concluded the data analysis and prepared the 

findings for written reporting. 

Trustworthiness 

Qualitative researchers were more concerned with trustworthiness than 

replicability, validity, and reliability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested various strategies to 

increase the trustworthiness of qualitative research, including triangulation, 

member checks; rich, thick description; and reflexivity. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) believed triangulation was probably the best-known strategy to shore up 

the internal validity of a study. To maintain the trustworthiness of the data 

collection, analysis, and reporting, I included the participants with varying years 

of experience, seeking the opinions of rural high school teachers across various 

demographics. I asked the same interview questions to all participants. In this 

manner, I triangulated data to ensure themes occurred across multiple data sources 

and checked for informational accuracy throughout all participant interviews. 

I made no changes to the finalized interview questions once I sent them to 

the first participant in the research study. This consistency increased 

trustworthiness and decreased the factors that commonly influenced traditional 

interview responses, such as variation in the wording of questions or voice 

fluctuation when I asked the participants. In qualitative research, I, as the 

researcher, was the greatest threat to trustworthiness by the type of procedures 
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employed, data collection methods conducted, and how I analyzed and interpreted 

the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I mitigated this threat by evaluating potential 

bias and the honest disclosure of the collection and analysis methods (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). 

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations of a study were the potential weaknesses, problems, matters, 

and occurrences that I identified but were beyond my control (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). These were situations that created a vulnerability in the study, as 

noted here. Critical to this study, interview participants’ memories and beliefs 

may not be accurately grounded in shared reality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

The interview participants in this study recalled virtual learning that has taken 

place since the initial school closures due to COVID-19. I may have skewed 

participant perceptions through time and dialogue with others due to the emotion 

of the topic. Another critical limitation to this study was I interviewed only 24 

participants to represent a teacher population of 130. By considering a point of 

saturation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), I felt confident no additional interviews 

would yield new information. 

Delimitations were the boundaries of a study I imposed, stated here to 

clarify the scope of the research project (Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). I chose to 

interview teachers for this study because they had first-hand experience with 

virtual learning. Teachers had a personal lens of how they viewed their students 

and student learning environments. I wanted to gain insight of teachers’ 

perceptions of virtual learning environments because the teachers’ lenses were 

shaped by teachers’ background knowledge and life experiences. The timeframe 
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for the data collection of this study was in the Fall of 2021, specifically 

September through November. COVID was still an issue during the timeframe I 

collected my data. I gave participants the option of in-person interviews or Zoom 

interviews to mitigate discomfort participants may have with close contact due to 

COVID. The study consisted of teachers from four high schools in a county in a 

rural area of a southeastern state. Rural schools had limited access to technology, 

internet, and computer devices compared to urban schools. While this was a 

problem for rural schools, it was also the reason I wanted to include teachers from 

rural schools in my study. 

Assumptions of the Study 

Roberts and Hyatt (2019) stated, “Assumptions are what you take for 

granted relative to your study” (p. 111). By stating the assumptions of a study 

clearly for readers, researchers provided context that may have increased the 

generalizability of the study to future situations (Johnson & Christensen, 2012; 

Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). I identified key assumptions in this research study: 

• Interview participants did not intentionally attempt to mislead the 

researcher; 

• Virtual teachers in Brax County had the same knowledge and training 

in virtual learning, such as Canvas and Microsoft Teams; 

• Virtual learning at the rural high school level was an important topic of 

discussion for teachers in that they would speak openly about their 

perceptions; 

• Interview participants were knowledgeable about virtual learning in 

Brax County; and 
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• Participants in the study wanted better opportunities for students. 

Summary of Methodology 

In this research, I employed a qualitative, interpretive design to answer the 

guiding research questions. By creating interview questions focused on the 

study’s problem, research questions, and the theoretical framework, the data 

collected were directly associated with the purpose of the study. The purpose of 

this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual learning and students’ 

emotional health, students’ motivation to learn, students’ personalized instruction, 

students’ classroom performance, and students’ learning loss in a virtual learning 

environment. In this chapter, I described qualitative interpretive study design of 

this research. I discussed my role as a researcher within a qualitative study and the 

context, demographics, and characteristics of the site for this study, Brax County. 

I then detailed the data collection and analysis methods of this study. Also, I 

described strategies I employed to foster the trustworthiness of the research 

design. Last, I noted limitations, delimitations, and assumptions of the study. I 

completed the research project with this careful planning and shared my results in 

the next chapter. 
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Chapter IV: Analyses and Results 

 As the first full school year during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

2020-2021 school year brought uncertainty and challenges for teachers and 

students. To help reduce learning loss during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

educational leaders and policymakers in the United States considered virtual 

learning as an alternative to traditional classroom settings (Rapanta et al., 2020). 

Proponents of virtual learning claimed virtual teaching and learning platforms 

(i.e., interactive learning environments) strengthened education because they 

provided additional tools when traditional classroom settings were not possible 

(Hassan et al., 2020; Javurek & Mendenhall, 2020; Nambiar, 2020; Radha et al., 

2020). Opponents claimed virtual learning resulted in learning loss, failing to 

improve student learning opportunities (Huber & Helm, 2020; Kapasia et al., 

2020; Lassoued et al., 2020; Rahiem, 2020; Yates et al., 2020). The claims from 

proponents and opponents inherently conflicted with the other. For this study, I 

distinguished teachers from proponents and opponents of virtual learning in that 

proponents and opponents were politicians, public officials, and those who 

attempted to influence the opinions of stakeholders. The purpose of this study was 

to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual learning and students’ emotional 

health, students’ motivation to learn, students’ personalized instruction, students’ 

classroom performance, and students’ learning loss in a virtual learning 

environment.  

Data Analysis 

Researchers used qualitative data analysis to break down large amounts of 

data using categories and themes related to the research questions (Creswell & 
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Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For this study, I used semi-structured 

interviews that I designed to illicit teachers’ perceptions of virtual learning in 

rural high schools related to opportunities and lack of opportunities for teachers 

and students. This study took place in a rural community consisting of four high 

schools where virtual learning had not been used as an instructional tool prior to 

COVID-19. My interest was teachers’ perceptions at Brax County high schools, 

so I categorized participating teachers using a pseudonym and a number (e.g., 

Teacher06). After recording and transcribing 24 interviews, I coded and 

categorized the participants’ responses into themes in accordance with the 

research questions and Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) data analysis procedure. 

Notably, participants’ overall experience (see Figure 7) of virtual learning was 

reflected in their responses and thereby the analysis codes. 

Figure 7 

Overall Teachers’ Perceptions of Virtual Learning 
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Teachers who had negative perceptions of virtual learning responded 

unfavorably to interview questions, whereas teachers who had positive 

perceptions of virtual learning responded favorably to interview questions. 

Overall, the participants reported mostly negative experiences with virtual 

learning during the 2020-2021 school year, with 16 reflecting negative responses, 

6 reflecting positive responses, and 2 teachers being neutral, meaning their 

experiences were neither more positive nor more negative. 

Research Questions 

Using Microsoft Excel, I designed a table with the following columns: 

participant pseudonym, transcript line number, raw data, open coding, and axial 

coding. As I reviewed the interview transcripts, I copied and pasted noteworthy 

raw data quotes and completed the corresponding fields for that item of raw data. 

I also color-coded rows as I analyzed to signify various items, such as a 

participant’s overall favorability toward virtual learning or to mark an item or raw 

data for paraphrasing or quoting in this chapter. The Microsoft Excel table 

allowed me to sort and filter the data for the column of information I wanted to 

view.  

I duplicated this table into six total tabs, one for each of this study’s five 

research questions and another titled Uncategorized. To begin coding, I counted 

the number of times a particular open or axial code was mentioned in the 

transcripts. I thought the frequency of a code being discussed would determine its 

relevance to the study. I noticed although some participants were more detailed 

than others, that did not necessarily mean their comments were more relevant; 

therefore, I discontinued this analysis strategy. Instead, I chose to count the 
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number of participants who discussed certain data. Commonalities from those 

axial codes became the selective codes that formed the themes in the results of my 

study. Interestingly, the themes formed from my second analysis strategy of 

counting the number of participants who discussed certain codes were nearly 

identical to the themes derived from my first analysis of counting the frequency of 

a code appearing within the raw data. 

Research Question 1 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ emotional health?  

Of the 24 participants, 13 participants indicated they had negative 

experiences with virtual learning and students’ emotional health, 9 responded to 

having positive experiences, and 2 were neutral. I analyzed the raw data I 

collected to develop open coding and axial coding and developed themes for 

Research Question 1. Three themes emerged from the data for Research 

Question 1: student participation, student interaction, and student attendance (see 

Figure 8). 
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Figure 8 

High School Teachers’ Perceptions of the Relationship between Virtual Learning 

and Students’ Emotional Health 

Open Codes Axial Codes Themes 
Refusal to work in group 
activities 
Lack of school 
involvement 
Difficulty 
communicating 
 

Difficulty with 
involvement and 
communication 

Virtual learning 
influenced student 

participation. 

Student distractions 
Few or no friends 
Lack of interaction  
Students felt incapable 
Student depression and 
anxiety 
Behavior and attendance 
issues 
 

Student mental health 
 

Student isolation 

Virtual learning 
influenced student 

interaction. 

Attendance not taken 
seriously by students or 
parents 
Missing assignments due 
to absenteeism 
Not completing make-up 
work 
 

Issues with attendance 
Virtual learning 

influenced student 
attendance. 

 
 Student Participation. Sixteen participants discussed student 

participation in their responses. Participants responded to having negative 

experiences with student participation. Participants noted needs for stricter 

participation requirements. Teacher04 specifically discussed students not being 

penalized for not attending Zoom sessions if the students completed their work 

and turned in their work for grading. Teacher04 said administrators made the 

decision not to penalize students who did not attend Zoom sessions without 
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consulting with teachers first. Six participants had positive experiences with 

student participation. Teacher07 stated more opportunity was present for him to 

reach out to individual students in the virtual setting as compared to face-to-face 

instruction. 

 The topic of lack of training was also mentioned by 12 teachers. Lack of 

training was linked to student participation because both teachers and students 

struggled to operate in a new virtual learning environment. Brax County teachers 

stated they had little technology experience and did not know how to navigate 

virtual learning. Teacher10 commented the following: 

Most teachers were not trained at all before we were told to go to virtual 

learning. Both teachers and students were clueless in how to use learning 

platforms. How were we supposed to help students learn and show them 

how to operate in a virtual setting when we didn’t know what to do 

ourselves? 

Student Interaction. Fifteen teachers discussed student interaction in 

their responses. According to Teacher14, although students had more opportunity 

to FaceTime their friends, text, and virtually communicate with each other, 

students in quarantine told their teachers they felt alienated and alone. Teacher14 

stated students missed having face-to-face interaction with their friends, teachers, 

and peer groups. Teacher14 further stated students without cell phones or 

computers reported to their teachers they felt isolated from everyone other than 

their in-home family members while virtual learning. Teacher08 stated the 

following: 
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High school students tend to hide feelings from their teachers and peer 

groups. When students came back to school this year, students seemed to 

be glad to get back to normal. Students knew they had emotional support 

at school because some of them did not have emotional support at home. 

Student Attendance. Twenty-one of the 24 participants reported having 

difficulty with student attendance, and three participants reported no issues with 

attendance while in a virtual learning environment. Teacher15 reported being 

excited with the learning opportunity teachers thought the 2020-2021 school year 

would bring. Teacher15 also thought things would be back to normal, but instead, 

the 2021-2022 school year had been more difficult than 2019-2020 due to chronic 

absenteeism: 

It doesn't matter if the absences were excused or unexcused, the learning 

content is still missing. Students are not concerned with missing school or 

learning content. Some of them are going to the nurse’s office and 

pretending not to feel well so they can be sent home and quarantined for 

10 days. Most students in quarantine are not logging in or using Canvas 

the entire time they are out. Then they come back and ask if they missed 

anything. This is happening every day, and I can’t catch all my students 

up. I feel like I’m in a losing battle. I’m frustrated and I’m tired. All my 

colleagues feel the same way. Something has got to give. 

Student participation, student interaction, and student attendance were the 

three themes for factors affecting student emotional health. Teachers responded 

with positive, negative, or neutral experiences with these three themes (see 

Figure 9). 
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Figure 9 

Factors Affecting Student Emotional Health 

 

Research Question 2 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ motivation?  

Twenty-two participants indicated they had negative experiences with 

virtual learning and students’ motivation, and two participants indicated they had 

positive experiences with virtual learning. From the data, three themes emerged 

for Research Question 2: missed instruction, difficulty adapting to virtual 

learning, lack of home support (see Figure 10).  
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Figure 10 

High School Teachers’ Perceptions of the Relationship between Virtual Learning 

and Students’ Motivation 

Open Codes Axial Codes Themes 
Students didn’t make up 
missing assignments 
Lack of student 
responsibility with 
schoolwork 
Grades not a priority for 
students 
 

Students behind in 
academics 

 
Missed assignments 

Virtual learning 
influenced missed 

instruction. 

Parents did not respond 
to emails or phone calls 
Parents and students 
refused to take 
responsibility for 
students' lack of desire 
to complete assignments 
 

No contact with parents 
 

Lack of responsibility 

Virtual learning 
influenced lack of home 

support. 

Teachers lacked training 
with VL  
Students lacked access 
to technology 
No previous experience 
with VL 

Preference for in-class 
instruction 

Virtual learning 
influenced adaptation to 

virtual learning for 
teachers and students. 

 

Missed Instruction. Twenty-one participants discussed missed 

instructional time as the main concern for students during the 2020-2021 school 

year. Teacher07 stated the reason for missed instructional time for students as 

“students needed to better adapt to at-home curricula.” Teacher13 added the 

statement: 

I’ve had kids that will be gone for weeks, then they will pop up for one 

week, then miss the next. It’s hard to know what their struggles are, how 

to wrap your mind around it. I don’t know how to help kids that are never 
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here to learn and never use my Canvas course that I have in place for extra 

instructional support for students that are absent. 

Teachers who taught tested subject areas reported being concerned with students 

with missed instruction time. Evaluation scores of teachers who taught classes 

with end of course (EOCs) were based on how their students performed on state 

assessments such as EOC exams. A portion of teacher evaluations and school 

accountability were measured by student EOC performance. Teacher03 discussed 

concerns about 2021-2022 school year: 

I am overwhelmed with the amount of work I have this year. I am 

constantly trying to catch my students up because they are absent or miss 

key concepts the first time it was taught. Students are constantly coming in 

and out of quarantine, and we're juggling virtual students along with our 

in-person students. I am concerned with how my students will perform on 

EOCs but all I can do is my best. I am tired. We are all tired. 

Teacher20 commented about experiences with virtual learning: 

Virtual learning magnified students' lack of motivation because students 

who typically did not exert a lot of effort prior to virtual learning were not 

motivated to try to learn during virtual learning. Student motivation to 

learn is at an all-time low because students lack the desire to want to learn 

because they have been given a free pass since the start of COVID. 

Difficulty Adapting to Virtual Learning. Sixteen participants discussed 

difficulty adapting to virtual learning in their responses Teacher09 said she 

needed additional support and guidance in planning instruction than before 

teaching solely in-person. Teacher11 said making sure materials were accessible 
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was a major challenge, whether posting materials online or making paper packets 

for students to pick up. Teacher11 further stated, “If students aren’t comfortable 

with the system we have in place, they avoid it. It’s hard to measure engagement 

when you’re all still learning how the new system works.” 

According to Teacher24, students relied on the structure and support of 

in-person school to help them stay on track with assignments. Teacher24 stated, 

“Virtual learning can’t work for students who are dependent and irresponsible. 

They need guidance to get to where they need to be.” Teacher08 discussed 

families and students:  

Families may be trying to help, but many were also trying to juggle work 

while their kids were learning at home. Once students got off track and 

missed a few assignments, some felt overwhelmed and thought it was 

impossible to catch up. A lot of times, students chose to disengage instead. 

Teacher12 added thoughts about students with difficulty in virtual learning: 

It was likely that some students found online learning so tedious or hard to 

keep up with that they just stopped using it altogether, especially since 

schools stopped grading or taking attendance at the start of the pandemic. 

Students thought they would continue to get a pass like they did last year. 

A lot of them have had to learn the hard way. 

Lack of Student Home Support. Fifteen participants discussed lack of 

home support in their responses. The area in which I conducted my research was a 

rural area where most households consisted of both parents in the home working 

fulltime jobs. A common theme of the teachers I interviewed was their students 

had to take care of their siblings while at home when their parents were working. 
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Teacher05 stated, “It was common for my students to be on a Zoom with me 

while acting as the caregiver for their siblings.” According to Teacher05, students 

were distracted because they could not fully focus on their own schoolwork. 

According to Teacher07, students with younger siblings said they were too tired 

to do their own schoolwork after helping their siblings with their schoolwork or 

keeping their siblings from destroying their house. Teacher07 stated, “These 

students may attend only half of the classes they are required to attend virtually.” 

Teacher15 made the point that in the northern area of Brax County, not 

everyone has a bedroom to themselves, and the northern school community 

commonly had multiple families who lived in the same house. Teacher15 

commented, “If there isn’t a quiet space where students can focus, it’s just easier 

for them to not connect with their teacher virtually at all.” According to 

Teacher15, this was a normal practice. Teacher15 reported it was more routine for 

virtual students to become ghosts than for them to connect with her virtually or 

access her Canvas course. 

Missed instruction, difficulty adapting to virtual learning, and lack of 

home support were the three themes for factors affecting student motivation to 

learn. Teachers responded with positive, negative, or neutral experiences with 

these three themes (see Figure 11). 
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Figure 11 

Factors Affecting Student Motivation to Learn 

 
  

Research Question 3 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ personalized instruction? 

Nineteen participants responded to having negative experiences with 

virtual learning and students’ personalized instruction, and five participants 

responded to having positive experiences. From the data, four themes emerged for 

Research Question 3: teacher workload, less planning time, less collaboration, and 

difficulty in forming relationships with students (see Figure 12). 
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Figure 12 

Open Coding, Axial Coding, and Themes for High School Teachers’ Perceptions 

of the Relationship between Virtual Learning and Students’ Personalized 

Instruction 

Open Codes Axial Codes Themes 
Teachers overextended 
High stress levels 
Lack of teacher support 
 

Teachers overwhelmed 
 

Too many expectations 

Virtual learning 
influenced teacher 

workload. 

Teacher shortages 
Substitute shortages 
Teachers asked to work 
during planning time 
Teachers used planning 
time to try to learn how 
to use VL 
 

Lack of teachers and 
substitutes 

 
Inefficient planning time 

Virtual learning 
influenced less planning 

time. 

Teachers lacked 
collaboration with other 
teachers 
Teachers unsure how to 
collaborate about VL 
Not enough time during 
school day 
 

Lack of collaboration 
 

Lack of time 

Virtual learning 
influenced less 
collaboration. 

Lack of virtual learning 
training 
Students didn’t feel 
supported 
Lack of student/teacher 
relationships made 
learning strained 

Relationships hard to 
maintain 

 
Students felt lack of 

connection 

Virtual learning 
influenced relationships 

with students. 

 

Teacher Workload. Twenty-three participants discussed teacher 

workload in their responses. Teacher19 commented COVID-19 pressed teachers 

into new and challenging teaching conditions that increased their workloads. Prior 

to COVID-19, teachers in Brax County high schools had no experience with 
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virtual learning, stated Teacher03. Teacher05 said teachers found themselves 

starting the 2020-2021 school year in a fully virtual model, which left them 

developing new strategies for their classrooms. According to Teacher17, teachers 

worked in a hybrid model the 2021-2022 school year, with the added challenge of 

having students both face-to-face and virtual at the same time. Twenty-three out 

of the 24 teachers stated their teaching experience the 2021-2022 school year had 

been both challenging and draining. 

 Teacher12 stated, “Planning for new modes of teaching is extremely 

time-consuming, especially when you are teaching virtually for the first time.”  

Teacher16 discussed long work hours: 

I stare at a computer for eight solid hours, my eyes are strained, my 

shoulders are tense, and I have to keep reminding myself, all this is new, 

and we are all learning, and it will get easier, I hope. If it doesn’t get 

easier, I don’t know what I will do. I don’t know how much longer I can 

keep this up. 

Teacher03 also stated long work hours: 

There is not enough time to teach in a hybrid model. Between the lost 

class time, messages, and extra duties, we are all exhausted. There are not 

enough hours in the day. 

Less Planning Time. 20 participants discussed less planning time in their 

responses. Teacher shortages and substitute teacher shortages resulted in teachers 

working extra hours for the 2020-2021 school year, reported Teacher06. To help 

with the shortages of teachers and substitutes at Brax County high schools, Brax 

County teachers had the opportunity to teach four classes a day instead of three 
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classes plus a planning period, according to Teacher03. Teacher03 further stated 

Brax County teachers chose to teach four classes instead of three because of the 

boost it offered their income. Teachers who opted out of teaching four classes a 

day complained they did not get full planning periods.  

Teacher01 discussed the need for more planning time: 

Enough time to do everything that is asked of a high school teacher and 

still have time for family doesn't lend itself to any kind of proper balance 

if you are teaching correctly and doing everything you are being asked to 

do. Planning periods are never a full planning period because of constant 

interruptions. The substitute shortage has resulted in teachers always 

having to cover other teachers’ classes when they are out. We constantly 

have to take work home. I never feel caught up. 

Less Collaboration. Eighteen participants discussed less collaboration in 

their responses. Teacher05 stated, “Teachers collaborate in a multitude of ways 

when they interact with their colleagues to exchange ideas and resources, discuss 

student learning, team up for joint activities and knowledge creation.” According 

to Teacher05, it was in these ways that teachers co-created and enhanced their 

learning with a shared aim to provide quality learning experiences to their 

students. In addition to supporting the instructional role of teachers, collaboration 

was necessary in building relationships among teachers, so teachers felt part of a 

professional community and derived personal fulfilment from their work, 

according to Teacher08. Teacher17 talked about a loss of collaboration: 

I feel a major loss of teacher collaboration since COVID-19 hit last year. I 

think less collaboration has caused severe implications for the quality of 
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virtual learning for our students, especially in rural schools like [Brax 

County]. 

Student Relationships. Fifteen participants discussed student 

relationships in their responses. Teacher11 stated students were not connecting 

virtually because students reported they felt invisible while they were in the 

physical classroom, making them feel they would not be missed in the virtual 

classroom. Teacher08 stated, “Some students didn’t find their teachers to be very 

engaging in person, so they weren’t concerned about engaging with those 

particular teachers virtually.” Teacher19 commented about the importance of 

relationships while students were virtual learning: 

Just like our in-person classrooms, no two virtual classrooms will look the 

same; however, this was the time for us as teachers to be intentional about 

the steps and mentalities we plan to adopt to unite our students through 

positive relationships, doing the best we can to foster meaningful, lifelong 

learning in our students. 

Increased teacher workload, less planning time, less collaboration, and 

relationships with students were the four themes for factors affecting student 

personalized instruction. Teachers responded with positive, negative, or neutral 

experiences with these four themes (see Figure 13). 
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Figure 13 

Factors Affecting Student Personalized Instruction 

 

Research Question 4 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ classroom performance? 

Twenty-one participants responded to having negative experiences with 

virtual learning and student classroom performance, and three responded to 

having positive experiences. From the data, three themes emerged for Research 

Question 4: lack of teacher to student communication, lack of internet/devices, 

and lack of student engagement (see Figure 14). 
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Figure 14 

Teachers’ Perceptions of the Relationship Between Virtual Learning 

Environments and Students’ Classroom Performance 

Open Codes Axial Codes Themes 
Students unsure how to 
communicate virtually 
Teachers unable to 
contact students or 
parents 
Students didn’t 
understand their 
expectations  
 

Struggle with 
communication 

 
Unclear expectations 

Virtual learning 
influenced 

communication. 

Lack of internet and 
computer devices for 
teachers and students 
Teachers unsure how to 
navigate virtual 
platforms 
 

Lack of efficient 
technology 

Virtual learning 
influenced lack of 
internet/computer. 

Students not completing 
assignments 
Lack of desire to want to 
learn 
Students didn’t log in  

Issues with student 
engagement 

Virtual learning 
influenced student 

engagement. 

 

 Communication. Thirteen participants discussed communication in their 

responses. According to Teacher22, effective communication between teachers 

and students had the potential to improve the virtual learning experience and 

create a positive environment in the classroom. Teacher22 stated, “The 

student/teachers relationship takes work on both ends.” Teacher14 said they 

struggled with communication barriers during virtual learning this year, which 

made it difficult for students to get the most out of their education. Teacher18 

stated, “This year teachers failed to create engaging lessons and struggled to 
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connect with their students on a one-to-one basis.” Teacher21 stated they thought 

personality differences and peer pressure added to the mix, which made some 

classroom interactions seem awkward or forced. 

 Lack of Internet/Computer Devices. participants discussed the lack of 

internet/computer devices in their responses. Teacher09 stated the following about 

technology: 

There is still a major lack of infrastructure to support internet usage in 

rural areas. Many county students and teachers live in places where there 

are extreme limitations to accessing the internet at all. A lot of teachers 

have resorted to mailing packets home to students instead of using virtual 

learning due to access issues.  

Teacher10 stated, “Students without reliable internet or computer devices are 

academically crippled because they do not have the opportunity to learn virtually 

at home.”  

 Teacher02 discussed experiences with internet and technology: 

No matter the charisma I bring to the screen while I’m teaching virtually, 

it's no match for glitchy internet connections. Every day, I have to deal 

with my virtual students experiencing an outage that cuts into their 

learning time. Nearly all my students are from low-income families, and 

many can't afford wired, broadband service.  

Teacher24 echoed these concerns but specifically discussed inequities due to the 

rural area of Brax County: 

There is so much inequity in rural education. I literally have taught all 

over the country and have experienced a lot of diversity in many different 
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situations. It wasn’t until I got to this area that I saw some of the largest 

learning and technology gaps I have ever seen. 

Student Engagement. Seventeen participants discussed student 

engagement in their responses. Participants said their students became more 

passive, had less of a sense of social belonging, and felt disengaged from their 

learning. Teacher13 stated, “The importance of student engagement cannot be 

underestimated. Student engagement affects student achievement, students’ 

futures, and it can potentially help close learning gaps.”  

Participants said they had more challenges with virtual learning students 

completing their assignments than those who attended school in-person. Question 

10 in the interview protocol was Do you have any additional thoughts you would 

like to add to these questions? Four teachers who had experience teaching both 

virtually and in-person the 2020-2021 school year gave an estimate of how many 

of their students regularly completed all or almost all their assignments. The 

teachers estimated 58% of virtual students completed their assignments compared 

to 84% of students learning in person. Teacher24 echoed this concern: 

The learning gaps are massive. I don’t know what the State of Tennessee 

is expecting in terms of growth. All my students, in every class, are way 

behind. For example, I teach an honors, class but only half of my class are 

truly honors level students. I can’t teach my honors class like a true honors 

class because I would be leaving half of my class behind. It has been a real 

struggle and it will continue to be a struggle for years. 

Communication, lack of internet/computer devices, and student engagement were 

the three themes for factors affecting student classroom performance. Teachers 
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responded with positive, negative, or neutral experiences with these three themes 

(see Figure 15). 

Figure 15 

Factors Affecting Student Classroom Performance  

 

Research Question 5 

What are rural high school teachers’ perceptions of the relationship 

between virtual learning environments and students’ learning loss? 

Nineteen participants responded to having negative experiences with 

virtual learning and student learning loss, four responded to having positive 

experiences, and one was neutral. From the data, three themes emerged for 

Research Question 5: teacher support, noncovered curriculum, and learning gaps 

(see Figure 16). 
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Figure 16 

Teachers’ Perceptions of the Relationship Between Virtual Learning 

Environments and Students’ Learning Loss 

Open Codes Axial Codes Themes 
Lack of training 
Unable to differentiate 
learning  
Limited resources 
Principal expectations 
 

Difficulty navigating 
virtual learning 

 
Lack of PD/support 

Virtual learning 
influenced teacher 

support. 

Teachers forced to cover 
curriculum at a slower 
pace 
Students didn't feel 
prepared to take exams 
 

Teachers unable to cover 
curriculum 

Virtual learning 
influenced noncovered 

curriculum. 

Students didn't expect to 
work for good grades 
Teachers tried to catch 
students up 
Students lacked desire to 
learn 
Students behind 

Lack of engagement 
 

Missed instruction 
 

Learning deficiencies 

Virtual learning 
influenced learning gaps. 

 

Teacher Support. Fourteen participants discussed teacher support in their 

responses. Teacher20 discussed the lack of teacher support at their school: 

It's sad because I love what I do, but I hate all the extra stuff that we're 

having to do. I have been a teacher for 22 years, and I have never felt more 

exhausted. All this extra stuff just feels like it's piled on, and it's not like 

it's not necessary, but it's not the best practice. I just feel like we're trying 

to go back to normal but normal wasn't great to begin with. I've got like 

five years left before I can retire. I'm just like, keep on pushing, you’re 
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almost there. I hate that I think that way, and I’m not the only one. We all 

feel overwhelmed, and our principal has no clue how hard it’s been. 

Seventeen out of the 24 participants said they took on additional 

responsibilities and taught in new ways the 2021-2022 year as compared to 

previous years. Even so, teachers reported they spent less time in formal 

professional development and mentoring programs, compared to previous years. 

Teacher04 stated, “I think our principals meant well by giving us more time to 

prepare to teach, but teachers really could have benefited from useful professional 

development.” Brax County teachers reported their workload and support shifted 

the 2021-2022 school year, and teachers who taught both virtually and in person 

reported challenges related to resources, lack of training, and lack of time. 

Uncovered Curriculum. Twenty-two participants discussed uncovered 

curriculum in their responses. The Brax County participants stated they were 

unable to cover their entire teaching curriculum the 2020-2021 school year. 

Teachers had several reasons for this, including teachers needed to know the skills 

their students retained or did not retain from the 2020-2021 school year. Teachers 

could not teach new material if the foundational knowledge had not been built 

(Teacher06). Teacher20 commented about curriculum: 

[In 2021-2022], teachers had to make a choice to try to get through all the 

material we have taught in the past or to focus instead on the underlying 

basics. We all want to achieve the impossible: catching up students who 

may be two years behind grade-level standards, while teaching and 

motivating those who are where they should be at the same time. 
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Teacher12 stated, “Recovering content that was never able to be learned 

by the student while virtual learning or has been lost due to absences had been 

difficult.” Teacher19 was concerned with students permanently being behind 

because teachers could not teach students what students needed to know for the 

teachers’ classes because teachers taught concepts students should have already 

learned. Teacher19 stated, “I feel like I am spinning my wheels. Math is not a 

subject that can be taught without previous concepts being covered. I’m at a loss.” 

Learning Gaps. Eighteen participants discussed learning gaps in their 

responses. Participants reported seeing learning loss in their students over the 

2020-2021 school year when compared with students in previous years. Brax 

County teachers said their students were behind both academically and socially. 

Teacher02 said, “The goal was to get students excited about school this year and 

to help students who needed it most without making them feel like they have 

fallen off track.” Teacher11 commented about learning gaps: 

A lot of students have large learning gaps due to being absent or not 

having what they needed when required to be out due to COVID. We need 

to offer learning opportunities to fill those gaps. 

Teacher23 discussed the importance of having patience and understanding when 

dealing with students with major learning gaps:  

I try to be patient with students and realize they will have major holes in 

their knowledge base. I also try to listen to them when they tell me about 

their struggles because we have all had struggles this year. 

Teacher21 discussed the importance of teachers needing time to fill gaps 

and to teach what the students needed instead of rushing along just to cover all 
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expected curriculum. Teacher21 commented, “Our students will not learn 

anything this year if we don’t slow down to fill in the gaps created by virtual 

learning.” Teacher24 said, “Students need teachers in a small group setting to 

receive targeted instruction to address their learning gaps. Then we can focus on 

the new stuff.” Teacher support, noncovered curriculum, and learning gaps were 

the three themes for factors affecting student learning loss. Teachers responded 

with positive, negative, or neutral experiences with these three themes (see 

Figure 17). 

Figure 17 

Factors Affecting Student Learning Loss  

 

Summary of Results 

The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual 
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personalized instruction, students’ classroom performance, and students’ learning 

loss in a virtual learning environment. Using semi-structured interviews, I 

collected teachers’ perceptions regarding virtual learning environments. Through 

analysis of the data, themes emerged for each of the five research questions of this 

study. Through data analysis, I discovered rural teachers perceived students’ 

participation, students’ interaction, and students’ attendance related to Research 

Question 1. Students who lacked participation in school, lacked interacting with 

peers, and lacked school attendance had more emotional health issues as reported 

by teachers in my study.  

The themes formed around Research Question 2 were missed instruction, 

difficulty adapting to virtual learning, and lack of home support. Students with 

less motivation to learn were found to have negative experiences with the themes 

of Research Question 2. Themes formed around Research Question 3 were 

teacher workload, less planning time, less collaboration, and difficulty in forming 

relationships with students. Through data analysis, I discovered rural teachers 

identified lack of teacher to student communication, lack of internet/computer 

devices, and lack of student engagement was related to Research Question 4. 

Students who lacked communication, internet/computer devices, and student 

engagement had lower classroom performance as reported by teachers in my 

study. Finally, the themes formed around Research Question 5 included teacher 

support, noncovered curriculum, and major learning gaps. While specific 

comments from the participants did not always align within these themes, the 

importance the participants placed on these themes as points of dialogue in their 
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interview responses informed the discussion of implications and 

recommendations in the next chapter, Chapter V: Discussion of the Study. 
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Chapter V: Discussion of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual 

learning and students’ emotional health, students’ motivation to learn, students’ 

personalized instruction, students’ classroom performance, and students’ learning 

loss in a virtual learning environment. I developed five research questions, which 

helped me identify teachers’ perceptions of students’ learning environments as a 

result of virtual learning. Using a qualitative interpretive study, specifically 

semi-structured interviews with teachers, I generated themes that informed this 

chapter, Discussion of the Study. 

At the time of this study in 2021, researchers focused on the unexpected 

transition to virtual learning to continue providing education to students during 

COVID-19; however, the literature lacked discussion on the learning gaps that 

resulted from virtual learning, specifically in grade levels 9-12. The lack of 

educational research regarding teachers’ perceptions of virtual learning motivated 

me to fill the gap concerning virtual learning and the difficulty rural teachers and 

students had in transitioning to virtual learning. This study aligned with the 

theoretical framework of transformative learning. According to researchers, the 

transformative learning theory referred to the interpretations of personal 

experiences by bringing about changes in behaviors, beliefs, assumptions, 

judgments, and mindset (DeSapio, 2017; Kitchenham, 2008; Mezirow, 2000). In 

education, the transformative learning theory was associated with changing 

students' and teachers’ judgment, beliefs, and expectations (DeSapio, 2017; Lee & 

Tsai, 2010; Mezirow, 2000). Rural teachers had transformative learning 

experiences when introduced to virtual learning with limited experience and tools. 
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Since COVID-19 began, teachers questioned what they previously thought about 

virtual learning and examined things from new perspectives to make room for 

new insights and information (DeSapio, 2017; Kitchenham, 2008; Lee & Tsai, 

2010; Mezirow, 2000). 

Teachers perceived negative experiences with virtual learning led to 

negative experiences with student emotional health. Virtual learning in rural 

schools happened primarily because of COVID-19; teachers struggled with 

getting students to participate in a virtual learning setting. Virtual learning added 

communication barriers because students had to know how to use different virtual 

learning platforms for communication and learning purposes. Student interaction 

while in virtual learning was much less than when students were together in a 

classroom because students virtual learning environment was too formal and not 

as natural as their classroom settings. 

Teachers in schools with smaller populations benefitted because teachers 

could more easily catch up who missed virtual learning sessions due to fewer 

students and smaller class sizes. Even so, this required time and effort on behalf 

of the teachers. Teaching in the hybrid model (i.e., students attended school two 

days a week and worked virtually three days a week) during the 2020-2021 school 

year was a challenge because teachers juggled in-person students and virtual 

students. Teachers responsible for all their students, even the ones who did not 

want to attend or participate in learning. 

Teachers perceived a negative association with virtual learning and 

student motivation to learn. Students who did not attend virtual learning sessions 

missed instruction. Additionally, virtual learning was difficult to students because 
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teachers changed the way they typically taught. Instead of recording themselves 

teaching, teachers resorted to giving their students videos to watch instead of 

instructing them directly or in a pre-recorded video. This style of teaching was 

less effective because students were not responding to virtual learning. Once 

students vocalized this concern with their teachers, teachers responded by 

recording themselves teaching and making the recording accessible on their 

virtual learning platform, which increased students’ adaptation to virtual learning. 

In schools located in rural areas, students struggled with virtual learning 

because of lack of home support. Students to take care of younger siblings, had 

technology access problems, and did not have parental support at home. Both 

parents worked, mostly out of the home, and were not home to make sure virtual 

learning took place. Students lacked having parents at home to monitor them to 

make sure students were completing schoolwork, resulting in the schoolwork not 

being completed. 

Teachers had a negative association with virtual learning and student 

personalized instruction. Teachers worked harder to ensure the uninterrupted flow 

of education. Teachers continued to work long hours and tried to make the most 

of limited resources. Teachers had other issues related to teacher workload: 

• Lack of preparation and support for virtual learning; 

• Difficulty monitoring student progress without face-to-face; 

conversations; 

• Excessive screen time and eye fatigue; and 

• Difficulty finding and creating resources for students. 
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Teachers who returned from total virtual learning during the 2021-2022 

school year improved the lack of planning time and collaboration. Teachers felt 

overwhelmed and disconnected while teaching during virtual learning. Teachers 

learned a lot about virtual learning from each other after their in-person return the 

2021-2022 school year. Teachers gained knowledge and tools to use as they 

continued to use virtual learning alongside in-person learning. 

Regarding relationships, teachers felt removed and isolated from students 

during virtual learning. Teachers complained about a lack of a spark with their 

students during virtual learning because connections had not been made with the 

students, despite both teachers and students trying. Teachers reported success with 

relationships with students when in-person instruction returned August 2021. 

Teachers perceived a negative association with virtual learning and 

student classroom performance. Teachers could not communicate regularly with 

the students during virtual learning because teachers and students lacked access to 

the internet and computer devices. If students were not one-to-one with 

technology (i.e., each student has their own computer provided by the schools), 

lack of ability to communicate and lack of internet/devices lowered overall 

student engagement. The teachers lacked training to keep their students engaged 

and challenged. Students lacked knowing how to access and use virtual learning. 

Finally, teachers perceived a negative association with virtual learning and 

student learning loss. The 2020-2021 school year had unexpected turns and the 

rush to virtual learning was difficult because teachers and students lacked training 

and support to go to full-time virtual learning. Teachers stated the most 

exhausting thing for them was trying to hold the attention of their students while 
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participating in virtual learning. Teachers lacked foundational knowledge in how 

to use virtual learning tools to help engage their students.  

Teachers declared the 2020-2021 school year a wash, meaning teachers 

tried to cover as much of their curriculums as they could. Teachers vocalized the 

difficulty in trying to teach in a virtual setting when more than half of their 

students would not participate in the learning. Teachers worked hard to connect 

with all students but were not successful because the students did not have a 

responsibility during virtual learning. Teachers covered less curriculum during the 

2020-2021 school year while teaching virtually, leading to learning loss of their 

students. Because of this, teachers had to move much slower and were not able to 

fully cover their state curriculums. This put students behind for the next year 

because learning concepts from the 2019-2020 school year had not been met. 

Implications for Practice 

Teachers need more planning time and professional support, especially 

when they have new instructional responsibilities. With new responsibilities in 

any school year (e.g., additional teaching responsibilities, new teaching 

platforms), teachers face challenges, especially with teaching virtually. Schools 

continue to face quarantines and illnesses; therefore, it is imperative that 

principals address these challenges. Teachers should demand more planning time 

and professional support. Principals should ensure the teachers have more 

planning time, materials to support virtual learning, and ways to connect with 

students who continue to miss instructional time. Principals can do this by 

protecting teachers’ planning times, supporting teachers with meaningful 

professional developments, and providing teachers with mentors to help them 



 

108 

grow in their efforts to teach virtually. As teachers navigate ongoing challenges of 

virtual learning, principals must provide personal and professional support for 

their teachers. 

Technology barriers continue to cause disadvantages in schools located in 

rural and economically disadvantaged communities. Inequities persist in teachers’ 

reported challenges with technology and internet access for virtual learning. 

Teachers in rural districts continue to identify technology barriers and issues with 

internet access. Teachers must demand the digital divide in their district be 

minimized so all students can have equal access to virtual learning. Bridging the 

digital divide must be a priority for principals and district administrators given the 

increasing use of virtual learning. Principals and district administrators should 

find a way to serve all students in all areas, especially in rural areas where the 

digital divide is greatest. Principals and district administrators need to provide 

internet services and computer devices for students in rural areas so all students 

can be virtually connected for learning purposes.  

Additional resources and support to promote accelerated learning that can 

make up for missed instructional time are needed by teachers. Students miss 

instructional time if they do not have adequate access. Teachers need additional 

learning time through summer school or extended day, extra focus on 

foundational skills, and individualized support for students to try to make up for 

lost time. Teachers must be allowed targeted supports to re-engage students as a 

result of virtual learning. Principals and support staff must make this a priority for 

the success of students by providing summer school and after school learning 

opportunities for students. 
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Lastly, teachers should be able to better personalize students’ learning 

experiences by using the skills teachers learned during virtual teaching for 

building effective relationships with students. The consistent use of multiple 

forms of communication, individualized feedback, appealing to students’ 

individual interests, humanizing themselves, and using synchronous meetings can 

all help to build a sense of community and strengthen relationships. While these 

strategies are effective for many virtual teachers, they require considerable time 

and effort on the part of the teacher. Relationship-building in a virtual classroom 

is a deliberate, and multi-faceted effort. Principals and stakeholders must help 

with this effort by making sure teachers and students are equipped with the 

training and technology to improve virtual relationships. Principals and 

stakeholders can do this by providing meaningful training and professional 

development for teachers. Teachers desire to improve instruction and 

relationships with their students now that they have experience with virtual 

learning. Teachers must use their knowledge and experience with virtual learning 

to help students become better at navigating virtual learning. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The teachers’ willingness to participate in this study was evident in the 

impassioned way they opened up about their perceptions. The final question I 

asked in the interview protocol was if there was anything else participants would 

like to share. While the intent of this question was to give participants an 

additional opportunity to discuss their experiences with virtual learning, 

participants shared other ideas and concerns that were not a focus of this research 

study.  
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This study included teachers at only the high school level. Future 

researchers should use the design of this study with teachers at both the 

elementary and middle school levels in rural schools to understand their 

experiences relative to the grade levels they teach. Further, my focus was solely 

on teachers’ perceptions; future researchers should examine students’ perceptions 

of virtual learning environments in rural high schools. With the additional 

information of students’ perceptions, researchers may find additional ways to 

improve virtual learning in rural schools. 

Future researchers should examine rural school systems that may have 

more funding. The information gathered from a study in a higher-funded rural 

area can be compared to this study to determine ways to improve virtual 

instruction and student learning experiences in lower-funded rural areas. 

Higher-funded and lower-funded rural districts can compare ways they devised 

innovative strategies to help put materials and instruction in the hands of students. 

Also, a higher-funded rural study could help provide ways for additional funding 

to be provided to lower-funded rural areas to provide equal access for 

lower-funded students. 

Additionally, future researchers should expand this study by investigating 

a larger population of teachers. A larger teacher population would allow for more 

diversity in the research. The more people who participate, the better the study 

would be. Having a larger number of participants would reduce the risk of 

possible biased groups. A larger teacher population would enable researchers to 

place greater confidence in the outcome and result in more data and more 
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information. A larger sample size of teachers will increase the confidence and 

decrease uncertainties with greater precision. 

Also, researchers should expand this research to discover similarities or 

differences in teachers’ perceptions' if they conducted this study in a different 

county or region. Conducting this research in a different county or region would 

be beneficial because teachers’ perceptions in a different county or region would 

differ from teachers’ perceptions in the rural area where I conducted my research. 

Researchers should compare teachers' experiences and perceptions to help benefit 

both teachers and students by identifying ways to improve virtual learning based 

on teacher and student need in an area. 

Finally, researchers should compare this study to a different population 

interpretive study, such as a suburban school area. Comparing suburban teachers’ 

perceptions of student learning environments resulting from virtual learning to 

rural teachers’ perceptions would help teachers, principals, and stakeholders find 

ways to give all students the supplies they need to participate in virtual learning 

adequately. While rural students have digital disadvantages, suburban teachers 

may provide a new perspective on serving rural students better. 

Conclusions of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine teachers’ perceptions of virtual 

learning and students’ emotional health, students’ motivation to learn, students’ 

personalized instruction, students’ classroom performance, and students’ learning 

loss in a virtual learning environment. Using semi-structured interviews 

consisting of 24 rural high school teachers and qualitative data analysis of the 

interview data, I formed key themes for each of the five research questions. From 
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the existing literature and the findings of this study, I made the following 

conclusions. 

This study benefited rural communities by analyzing teacher perceptions 

relating to the lack of student opportunity in virtual learning. In doing so, teachers 

validated their perceptions that ran parallel with others in this study. Teachers 

increased their awareness of other topics for discussion through perceptions and 

analyses in this study, which they may not have otherwise considered. Rural 

communities and teachers benefitted in their reflection and decision-making if 

presented with the option of virtual learning in their own local schools or districts. 

Information obtained from this study should help educational leaders and 

policymakers may make more informed decisions to lead their rural schools and 

communities when considering virtual learning. 

Public officials and leaders in public schools are obligated to their 

communities and stakeholders, by their positions as public servants, to prepare 

their teachers to teach their students to the best of the teachers’ ability. If virtual 

learning is in the best interest of the students, then policymakers and educational 

leaders should develop and communicate clear and specific plans to all 

stakeholders. All students deserve an education that meets the distinctive needs of 

everyone no matter where their strengths and weaknesses lie. 

Learning loss took place in Brax County Schools due to virtual learning. 

Students lost academic and social growth the 2020-2021 school year. Teachers 

need to know how to best serve students who need extra support. Stakeholders 

will benefit from this study because identifying learning loss from virtual learning 

will allow teachers to work on how to address and prevent future learning loss 
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related to virtual learning. This research will help identify learning loss and how 

to address learning loss in hopes that teachers will continue to use forms of virtual 

learning in their regular instruction.  

Considering the teachers’ perceptions of student learning environments as 

a result of virtual learning, educational leaders and policymakers should benefit 

from knowledge of teachers’ perception of what student learning environments 

had been like as a result of virtual learning. This study should be used to ignite 

more research toward virtual learning in rural schools. Successful implementation 

of virtual learning will help teachers focus on educating the whole child, which 

includes teaching social, emotional, and behavioral skills. With successful 

supports and training in place, teachers will be able to overcome the disparities in 

rural schools and improve outcomes for their students. 

  



 

114 

References 

Abbasi, S., Ayoob, T., Malik, A., & Memon, S. I. (2020). Perceptions of students 

regarding virtual learning during COVID-19 at a private medical college. 

Pakistan Journal of Medical Sciences, 36(4), 57-61. 

Abuhammad, S. (2020). Barriers to virtual learning during the COVID-19 

outbreak: A qualitative review from parents’ perspective. Heliyon, 6(11), 

1-5.  

Adnan, M., & Anwar, K. (2020). Virtual learning amid the COVID-19 pandemic: 

Students’ perspectives. Journal of Pedagogical Sociology and Psychology, 

2(1), 45-51.  

Agarwal, S., & Kaushik, J. S. (2020). Students’ perception of virtual learning 

during COVID pandemic. The Indian Journal of Pediatrics, 87(7), 554. 

Alvesson, M., & Sandberg, J. (2013). Constructing research questions: Doing 

interesting research. Sage.  

Anfara V. Jr., & Mertz, N. (2015). Theoretical frameworks in qualitative research 

(2nd ed.). Sage. 

Bahasoan, A. N., Ayuandiani, W., Mukhram, M., & Rahmat, A. (2020). 

Effectiveness of virtual learning in pandemic COVID-19. International 

Journal of Science, Technology & Management, 1(2), 100-106.  

Bates, A. W. (2019) Teaching in a digital age (2nd ed.). Tony Bates Associates.  

Besser, A., Flett, G. L., & Zeigler-Hill, V. (2020). Adaptability to a sudden 

transition to virtual learning during COVID-19 pandemic: Understanding 

the challenges for students. Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in 

Psychology, 6(3), 1-22. 



 

115 

Bethel, C. D., Newacheck, P., Hawes E., & Halfon, N. (2014). Adverse childhood 

experiences: Assessing the impact on health and school engagement and 

the mitigating role of resilience. Health Affairs, 33(12), 2106-2115. 

Boser, U. (2013). Size matters: A look at school-district consolidation. Center for 

American Progress. 

Bukhkalo, S., Ageicheva, A., & Komarova, O. (2018). Distance learning main 

trends. [Doctoral dissertation, National Technical University]. Google 

Scholar.  

Chafouleas, S. M., & Marcy, H. M. (2020). Responding to COVID-19: Planning 

for trauma-informed assessment in schools. Collaboratory on School and 

Child Health.  

Chaturvedi, K., Vishwalarma, K., & Singh, N. (2020). COVID-19 and its impact 

on education, social life and mental health of students: A survey. Children 

and Youth Services Review, 121(20), 1-6. 

Cole, M. S., Field, H. S., & Harris, S. G. (2017). Student learning motivation and 

psychological hardiness: Interactive effects on students’ reactions to a 

management class. Academy of Management & Learning, 3(1), 1-13.  

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed methods approaches (5th ed). Sage Publications, 

Inc. 

David, S. (2016). Emotional agility: Get unstuck, embrace change, and thrive in 

work and life. Penguin Publications, Inc. 

DeSapio, J. (2017). Transformational learning: A literature review of recent 

criticism. Journal of Transformative Learning, 4(2), 56-63. 



 

116 

Dhawan, S. (2020). Virtual learning: A panacea in the time of COVID-19 crises. 

Journal of Educational Technology, 49(1), 5–22. 

Dodd, R. H., Dadaczynski, K., Okan, O., McCaffery, K. J., & Pickles, K. (2021). 

Psychological wellbeing and academic experience of university students in 

Australia during COVID-19. International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 18(3), 866-872. 

Dorn, E., Hancock, B., Sarakatsannis, J., & Viruleg, E. (2020) COVID-19 and 

student learning in the United States: The hurt could last a lifetime. 

McKinsey Quarterly, 12(2), 1-15.  

Fullard, J. (2021). The pandemic and teacher attrition: An exodus waiting to 

happen? Education Policy Institute, 16(4). 

Germani, A., Buratta, L., Delvecchio, E., & Mazzeschi, C., (2020) Emerging 

adults and COVID-19: The role of individualism-collectivism on 

perceived risks and psychological maladjustment. International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(10), 1-15.  

Ghazi-Saidi, L., Criffield, A., Kracl, C. L., McKelvey, M., Obasi, S. N., & Vu, P. 

(2020). Moving from face-to-face to remote instruction in a higher 

education institution during a pandemic: Multiple case studies. 

International Journal of Technology in Education and Science, 4(4), 

370-383. 

Gonzalez, T., de la Rubia, M. A., Hincz, K. P., Comas-Lopez, M., Subirats, L., 

Fort, S., & Sacha G. M. (2020). Influence of COVID-19 confinement on 

students’ performance in higher education. Public Library of Science One, 

15(10), 1-23. 



 

117 

Goodyear, P., & Dimitriadis, Y. (2013). In medias res: Reframing design for 

learning. Research in Learning Technology, 21(2), 1-13. 

Gross, B., & Opalka, A. (2020). Too many schools leave learning to chance 

during the pandemic. Center on Reinventing Public Education, 7(2), 1-13. 

Hardré, P. L., & Sullivan, D. W. (2009). Motivating adolescents: High school 

teachers’ perceptions and classroom practices. Teacher Development, 

13(1), 1-16. 

Hannum, W. H., Irvin, M. J., Lei, P. W., & Farmer, T. W. (2008). Effectiveness 

of using learner-centered principles on student retention in distance 

education courses in rural schools. Distance Education, 29(3), 211-229. 

Hassan, M. M., Mirza, T., & Hussain, M. W. (2020). A critical review by teachers 

on the online teaching-learning during COVID-19. International Journal 

of Education and Management Engineering, 5, 17-27. 

Hodges, C., Moore, S., Lockee, B., Trust, T., & Bond, A. (2020). The difference 

between emergency remote teaching and virtual learning. Education 

Review, 27(3), 1-15. 

Huang, R., Tlili, A., Chang, T. W., Zhang, X., Nascimbeni, F., & Burgos, D. 

(2020). Disrupted classes, undisrupted learning during COVID-19 

outbreak in China: Application of open educational practices and 

resources. Smart Learning Environments, 7(19), 1-15. 

Huber, S. G., & Helm, C. (2020). COVID-19 and schooling: Evaluation, 

assessment and accountability in times of crises: Reacting quickly to 

explore key issues for policy, practice and research with the school 



 

118 

barometer. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability, 32(2), 

237-270. 

Husky, M. M., Kovess-Masfety, V., & Swendsen, J. D. (2020). Stress and anxiety 

among university students in France during COVID-19 mandatory 

confinement. Comprehensive Psychiatry, 102(2), 1-3.  

Javurek, A., & Mendenhall, J. (2020). How a crisis can transform learning, 

teaching, and assessment. The State Education Standard, 20(3), 24-30. 

Johnson, B., & Christensen, L. (2012). Educational research: Quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed approaches (4th ed.). Sage Publications. 

Kaden, U. (2020). COVID-19 school closure-related changes to the professional 

life of a K-12 teacher. Education Sciences, 10(6), 1-13. 

Kapasia, N., Paul, P., Roy, A. Saha, J., Zaveri, A., Mallick, R., Barman, B., 

Das, P., & Chouhan, P. (2020). Impact of lockdown on learning status of 

undergraduate and postgraduate students during COVID-19 pandemic in 

West Bengal, India. Children and Youth Services Review, 116(1), 1-5.  

Karakaya, F., Arik, S., Cimen, O., & Yilmaz, M. (2020). Investigation of the 

views of biology teachers on distance education during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Journal of Education in Science, Environment and Health, 

6(4), 246-258. 

Kitchenham, A. (2008). The evolution of John Mezirow’s transformative learning 

theory. Journal of Transformative Education, 6(2), 104-123. 

Kronholz, J. (2011). Getting at-risk teens to graduation. Education Next, 11(4), 

24-31. 



 

119 

Kuhfeld, M., Soland, J., Tarasawa, B., Johnson, A., Ruzek, E., & Liu, J. (2020). 

Projecting the potential impact of COVID-19 school closures on academic 

achievement. Educational Researcher, 49(8), 549-565. 

Lamas, H. (2015). School performance. Propositions and Presentations, 3(1), 

313-386. 

Lassoued, Z., Alhendawi, M., & Bashitialshaaer, R. (2020). An exploratory study 

of the obstacles for achieving quality in virtual learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Education Sciences, 10(9), 1-13. 

Latterman, K. & Steffes, S. (2017). Tackling teacher and principal shortages in 

rural areas. National Conference of State Legislatures, 25(40). 

Lee, M. H., & Tsai, C. C. (2010). Exploring teachers perceived self-efficacy and 

technological pedagogical content knowledge with respect to educational 

use of the world wide web. Instructional Science, 38(1), 1-21. 

Loades, M. E., Chatburn, E., Higson-Sweeney, N., Reynolds, S., Shafran, R., 

Brigden, A., Linney, C., McManus, M. N., Borwick, C., & Crawley, E. 

(2020). Rapid systematic review: The impact of social isolation and 

loneliness on the mental health of children and adolescents in the context 

of COVID-19. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent 

Psychiatry, 59(11), 1218-1239. 

Louis-Jean, J., & Cenat, K. (2020). Beyond the face-to-face learning: A 

contextual analysis. Pedagogical Research, 5(4), 1-5. 

Mailizar, Almanthari, A., Maulina, S., & Bruce, S. (2020). Secondary school 

mathematics teachers’ views on virtual learning implementation barriers 



 

120 

during the COVID-19 pandemic: The case of Indonesia. EURASIA 

Journal of Mathematics, Science and Technology Education, 16(7), 1-9. 

Merriam, S.B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design 

and implementation (4th ed). Jossey-Bass. 

Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a theory 

in progress. Jossey Bass. 

Minkos, M. L., & Gelbar, N. W. (2020). Considerations for teachers in supporting 

student learning in the midst of COVID-19. Psychology in the Schools, 

58(2), 416-426.  

National Center for Education Statistics (2015). Status of education in rural 

America. https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2007/2007040_2.pdf 

Nambiar, D. (2020). The impact of virtual learning during COVID-19: Students’ 

and teachers’ perspective. International Journal of Indian Psychology, 

2(1), 783-793.  

Noor, S., Isa, F., Md., & Mazhar, F. F. (2020). Online teaching practices during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Educational Process: International Journal, 

9(3), 169-184. 

Pokhrel, S., & Chhetri, R. (2021). A literature review on impact of COVID-19 

pandemic on teaching and learning. Higher Education for the Future, 8(1), 

133-141. 

Quezada, R. L., Talbot, C., & Quezada-Parker, K. B. (2020). From bricks and 

mortar to remote teaching: A teacher education program’s response to 

COVID-19. Journal of Education for Teaching, 46(4), 472-483. 

Racheva, V. (2017). What is virtual learning? Vedamo, 3(4), 113-116. 



 

121 

Radha, R., Mahalakshmi, K., Kumar, V. S., & Saravanakumar, A. R. (2020). 

Virtual learning during lockdown of COVID-19 pandemic: A global 

perspective. International Journal of Control and Automation, 13(4), 

1088-1099. 

Rahiem, M. D. H. (2020). Remaining motivated despite the limitations: 

University students’ learning propensity during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Children and Youth Services Review, 120(2), 1-13.  

Rapanta, C., Botturi, L., Goodyear, P., Guardia, L., & Koole, M. (2020). Online 

university teaching during and after the COVID-19 crisis: Refocusing 

teacher presence and learning activity. Postdigital Science and Education, 

2(2), 923–945.  

Ratcliffe, M., Burd, C., Holder, K., & Field, A. (2016). Defining rural at the U.S. 

Census Bureau: American community survey and geography brief-1. U.S. 

Census Bureau. 

Roberts, C., & Hyatt, L. (2019). The dissertation journey: A practical and 

comprehensive guide to planning, writing, and defending your 

dissertation. Corwin. 

Sahin, I., & Shelley M. (2020). Educational practices during the COVID-19 viral 

outbreak: International perspectives. International Society for Technology, 

Education, and Science Organization, 11(3), 216-223. 

Scheel, M. J., Madabhushi, S., & Backhaus, A. (2009). The academic motivation 

of at-risk students in a counseling prevention program. The Counseling 

Psychologist, 37(8), 1147-1178. 



 

122 

Scull, J., Phillips, M., Sharma, U., & Garnier, K. (2020). Innovations in teacher 

education at the time of COVID-19: An Australian perspective. Journal of 

Education for Teaching, 46(4), 497-506.  

Sintema, E. J. (2020). Effect of COVID-19 on the performance of grade 12 

students: Implications for STEM education. EURASIA Journal of 

Mathematics, Science and Technology Education, 16(7), 1-6. 

Storey, N., & Slavin, R. E. (2020). The U.S. educational response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Best Evidence in Chinese Education, 5(2), 617-633. 

Strauss, V. (2021, March 10). What ‘learning loss’ really means. The Washington 

Post.  

Swick, K. J., Knopf, H., Williams, R., & Fields, M. E. (2013). Family strategies 

for responding to the needs of children experiencing chronic stress. 

Journal of Early Childhood Education, 41, 181-186. 

Thompson, T. (2021). What does COVID-19 learning loss actually mean? 

Education Week, 38(32), 13-16. 

Urdan, T., & Schoenfelder, E. (2016). Classroom effects on student motivation: 

Goal structures, social relationships, and competence beliefs. Journal of 

School Psychology, 44(5), 331-349. 

U.S. Census Bureau. (n.d.) U.S. Department of Commerce. 

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?g=0500000US47059 

U.S. Department of Agriculture. (2021). Rural education. 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population  

U.S. Department of Education. (2018). Improving basic programs operated by 

local educational agencies (Title I, Part A).  



 

123 

Wang, M., Haertel, G., & Walberg, H. (1994). Educational resilience in inner city 

America. Routledge Publishing. 

Wang, Q., & Pomerantz, E. (2009). The motivational landscape of early 

adolescence in the United States and China: A longitudinal investigation. 

Child Development, 80(4), 1272-1287. 

Wargadinata, W., Maimunah, I., Dewi, E., & Rofiq, Z. (2020). Students’ 

responses on learning in the early COVID-19 pandemic. Tadris: Journal 

of Education and Teacher Training, 5(1), 141-153. 

Yates, A., Starkey, L., Egerton, B., & Flueggen, F. (2020). High school students’ 

experience of virtual learning through COVID-19: The influence of 

technology and pedagogy. Technology, Pedagogy, and Education, 29(5), 

1-22. 

Zimmerman, B. J. (2008). Investigating self-regulation and motivation: Historical 

background, methodological developments, and future prospects. 

American Educational Research Journal, 45(1), 166-183. 

 

 



 

124 

Appendix A 

Interview Protocol



 

125 

Candidate Name: Kimber McIntyre 
Date of Interview: 
Time Interview Began: 
Time Interview Concluded: 
Participant Pseudonym/Code: 
Participant Information: 

 Teacher 
  
Interviewer (I):  
This interview should take about 30 minutes. 
 
Do you mind if I record our conversation? I can pause or stop the 

recording any time you ask me. 
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the unexpected transition to virtual 

learning changed students’ learning environments. Now that your school system 
has returned to in-person learning, I would like to better understand how virtual 
learning impacted student learning. I am gathering data that might shed light on 
teacher perceptions of virtual learning environments and how we can improve the 
virtual learning process. As a high school teacher, you have first-hand knowledge 
of how your students’ learning environments have been influenced, which makes 
you a valuable source of data. 

 
Your responses will remain confidential. 
 
At your request, you will be provided a printed copy of the transcript of 

this interview to provide you with the opportunity to check for accuracy. 
 
You may end the interview at any time. Just tell me you want to stop. 
 
Do you understand everything so far? 
 
Do you have any questions? 
 
May we begin? 
 
Participant (P): Participant Affirmation(s) 
 
1. What changes, if any, did you see in students’ motivation to learn while 

they were learning virtually?  
 
2. What are some methods, if any, that you have used to differentiate 

instruction for your students to meet individual needs while they were learning 
virtually? 

 
3. If your students have incurred challenges with classroom performance 

due to virtual learning, what were those challenges?  
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4. How did you help students overcome challenges? 
 
5. Retention of learned material is crucial in education. How well did your 

students learn and retain material while they were learning virtually? Please 
provide an example of this. 

 
6. Lack of social interaction during virtual learning can lead to feelings of 

loneliness and isolation. Did you notice a problem with this for your students? 
Please provide an example.  

 
7. How was your experience teaching students virtually compared to 

in-person teaching?  
 
8. Do you think your students are learning as much now as they were 

before switching to virtual learning?  
 
9. In terms of time and work, were your overall expectations for students 

the same while students were learning virtually or different from a traditional 
setting?  

 
10. Do you have any additional thoughts you would like to add to these 

questions? 
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Appendix B 

Participant Invitation Letter with Implied Consent 
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Researcher: Kimberly McIntyre 
EdD Candidate at Lincoln Memorial University 
Kimberly.McIntyre@lmunet.edu 
Phone: XXXXXXXXXX 
 
Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Cherie Gaines 
Professor and Chairperson at Lincoln Memorial University 
Cherie.Gaines@lmunet.edu 

 
Dear Educator, 

Your participation is being requested for the research study entitled 
Teacher Perceptions of Virtual Learning Environments in Tennessee Rural High 
Schools. This study is in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Education at Lincoln Memorial University, where I am currently 
enrolled. Your participation will be extremely valuable to me due to your 
knowledge and expertise in this subject area; therefore, I am kindly requesting 
your participation in my research study. Participation in this study is voluntary. 
Please read the information below and contact me via email or cell phone number 
listed above with any question you may have before deciding to participate. 

The purpose of my research study is to explore teacher perceptions of their 
roles and responsibilities related to virtual learning. The global disruption that the 
COVID-19 pandemic created resulted in most schools to move to virtual learning. 
For teachers to succeed in virtual learning, they must feel comfortable and 
satisfied while doing their jobs. With your help, this study may help to better 
prepare teachers with their transition from in-person teaching to virtual teaching. 
As a result, students, teachers, and administrators may benefit from the results of 
the data. 

You are eligible to participate in this study if you are (a) certified and 
licensed by the State of Tennessee, (b) work in a high school, (c) work as a 
classroom teacher. 

This study includes 10 questions to be completed via an in-person or 
Zoom interview and will require approximately 30 minutes of your time. You 
may refuse to answer any question or discontinue your involvement at any time 
without penalty. If at any time you discontinue the interview, your results will be 
discarded. Your responses will be kept strictly confidential, and data will be 
stored in secure computer files and secure storage location in hard copy. Any 
report of this research that is made available to the public will not include your 
name or any other individual information by which you could be identified. Your 
decision to participate will not affect your current or future relationship with 
Lincoln Memorial University. 

There are no known harms or discomforts associated with this study, as it 
involves minimal risk and is an effort to highlight your current success as an 
educator and the support you provide to individuals in your school. To prepare for 
this study, I am asking that you consider your role as a classroom teacher and 
share those experiences to the best of your knowledge. 

If you are unable to contact the researcher listed at the top of this form or 
faculty sponsor and have general questions, concerns, complaints, or inquiries 
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about your rights as for participating in research, please contact the Chair of the 
LMU IRB, Dr. Kay Paris at (423)869-6323 or by email at kay.paris@lmunet.edu. 

This research has been approved by the Lincoln Memorial University’s 
Institutional Review Board. If you have any questions about your rights as a 
participant in this research, or if you feel you have been placed at risk, you may 
contact Dr. Kay Paris, Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional 
Review Board at 423-869-6834. Additional contact information is available at 
www.lmunet.edu/administration/office-of-research-grants-and-sponsored-
programs-orgso/institutional-review-board-irb 

By moving forward and completing the interview I will schedule, you are 
agreeing that you work as a classroom teacher, you are over the age of 18, and 
you give your implied consent to participate in this study. 

 
Thank you for your consideration to participate in my study. 

 
Kimberly McIntyre 
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