Teachers Survive Together:
Teacher Collegial Relationships and Well-Being During the COVID Pandemic
Abstract:
COVID disrupted the ecology of schools and negatively influenced teacher mental health and retention. This mixed methods study investigates the relationship between teacher well-being and teacher collegial relationships after a year enduring COVID pandemic disruptions. By analyzing data collected through surveys (N=185) and interviews (N=27) with US teachers in spring-summer 2021, we explore how teacher collegial relationships influenced teacher well-being and unpack how teachers collaborated and supported each other during the pandemic. We find that positive teacher-teacher and teacher-administrator relationships were significantly associated with greater teacher well-being and that teacher-teacher relationships deepened as colleagues engaged in innovative and supportive pedagogical problem-solving and provided emotional support, a “silver lining” in education that arose during the pandemic. By sharing and affirming stories of how teachers organized, collaborated, engaged in professional sensemaking, and supported each other’s emotional health and resilience, educational leaders can help reaffirm this narrative of teacher collective strength. Moving forward, schools should also create more opportunities for deep teacher collaboration, taking advantage of this opportunity to intentionally build on teachers' growing skills, trust, and capacity to address broad organizational and curricular innovation together.

Translational Impact Statement: 
During COVID, positive teacher relationships with teachers and school leaders were associated with greater teacher well-being. Teachers described deepening collegial relationships: teachers collaborated in innovative and supportive pedagogical problem-solving and provided mutual emotional support. While COVID’s deleterious effects on teaching and learning are widely known, strengthened teacher relationships are a COVID “silver lining” that must be shared, supported, and utilized to advance teacher well-being, collective strength, and future educational innovation.
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Teachers Survive Together: 
Teacher Collegial Relationships and Well-Being During the COVID Pandemic

The COVID pandemic disrupted US schools’ entire ecology, including school structures, organization, and relationships among students, staff, and parents (Waters et al., 2010). Teachers faced myriad changes in their everyday working conditions, intensified new roles and responsibilities, and reported higher stress, declining mental health, and increased intent to leave the profession (Baker et al., 2021; Steiner & Woo, 2021). During COVID, US teachers reported high rates of depression and anxiety symptoms exceeding other professions, including healthcare workers, with those teaching remotely reporting the greatest levels of distress (Markowitz & Bassok, 2022; Kush, et al., 2022). Research suggests that trauma and suffering can promote prosocial behavior and that collegial relationships buffer stress and support teacher well-being (Haydon et al., 2018; Kanno & Giddings, 2017; Vollhardt, 2009). Given the challenging conditions of pandemic schooling, this mixed methods study explored the ways in which teachers’ positive collegial relationships with administrators and other teachers were associated with teacher well-being during COVID and teachers’ understandings of these relationships and school ecologies during the pandemic. 
Teacher Well-being and Collegial Relationships
Occupational well-being can be conceptualized as a person’s positive view of their job, which is associated with their physiological, cognitive, and emotional functioning (Van Horn et al., 2004). Teacher professional well-being is a critical aspect of instructional effectiveness (Herman et al., 2020), and an important precursor to retention (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Synthesizing existing research on teacher well-being, Herman et al.’s (2020) Coping-Competence-Context (3C) theory of teacher stress postulates that teacher well-being is influenced by three interconnected pathways. First, the Coping pathway includes individual factors such as mindset, interpersonal skills, and coping strategies that contribute to teachers’ stress response. The Competence pathway focuses on teacher classroom practices, with an emphasis on classroom management skills. Finally, the Context pathway captures school and systemic policies, practices, and working conditions that influence teacher stress and well-being. Together, these pathways predict teacher well-being and suggest opportunities for intervention.
Recent scholarship has called for greater investigation of the influence of social relationships on teacher well-being (Hascher & Waber, 2021). US school ecologies often encourage teachers to work in isolation from colleagues, with the greatest proportion of teacher time (80%) spent instructing students and minimal time for collegial interaction (Darling-Hammond et al., 2010). It is unsurprising, then, that within the teacher well-being literature, less scholarship has explored the role of teacher-colleague relationships in the Context pathway (Hascher & Waber, 2021). Existing research suggests teachers’ relationships with other educators in school contribute to professional well-being and serve as protective factors against stress (Haydon et al., 2018). Greater collegial support among teachers is related to lower levels of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and higher levels of personal accomplishment (Camacho et al., 2021; Schaack et al., 2020). Scholarship from leadership and organizational studies suggests that educators’ perception of school leadership is also a strong predictor of variables proximal to teacher well-being (e.g., job satisfaction, burnout, turnover; Johnson et al., 2012; Olsen & Huang, 2019; Pas et al., 2012), with teachers experiencing greater job satisfaction when school administration involves them in decision-making, distributes leadership, establishes trust, and provides beneficial feedback on instruction (Authors, 2022a; Kraft et al., 2016; Torres, 2019; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). Teacher collaboration can also yield important benefits, including improved teacher performance and professional growth (Ronfeldt et al., 2015), job satisfaction (Olsen & Huang, 2019), student achievement (Reeves et al., 2017), development of collective efficacy beliefs (Goddard et al., 2015), and increased retention of early career teachers (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). 
Crises, Stress, and Professional Relationships 
	Yet another aspect of the Context pathway that is central to the focus of this study is teaching during a societal crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic (Herman et al., 2020). Few existing studies have specifically explored teacher well-being and teacher-colleague relationships in times of crisis. However, within the trauma literature, the role of social support in buffering negative mental health consequences of stressful life events is well-established, and people who report stronger social supports before and after trauma are less likely to develop negative psychological effects (Charuvastra & Cloitre, 2008). Enduring suffering along with others can promote prosocial and cooperative behaviors (Bastien et al., 2014). Experiences of trauma can also subsequently increase an individual’s empathy, altruism, perspective-taking, and prosocial behavior, with altruism being an important way to find meaning following trauma (Vollhardt, 2009).
Scholarship on professional trauma finds that collegial relationships can have a central role in buffering professional traumatic stress and serve to consolidate and strengthen professional ties (Kanno & Giddings, 2017). In employment contexts, research on (non-teaching) helping professions suggests that experiences of trauma can be buffered through supportive relationships and communication with colleagues and supervisors. For example, research with mental health workers and police officers finds communication with peers and supervisors about the emotional impact of difficult experiences is associated with reduced psychological effects of traumatic work experiences (Kanno & Giddings, 2017; Stephens & Long, 2000).
This study expands the focus of the Context well-being pathway (Herman et al. 2020), seeking to better understand how shifting school ecologies and teacher relationships influenced teacher well-being after a year of pandemic teaching. Utilizing a mixed methods explanatory sequential design (Creswell, 2022), with online survey and qualitative interview data collected spring-summer 2021, this study examined how school ecologies and collegial relationships related to teacher well-being during the ongoing upheaval of the COVID pandemic, and draws implications for supporting teacher resilience, adapting school ecologies, and informing future school responses to crisis.
Research Questions: Did teachers with more positive relationships with colleagues and school administrators report higher levels of emotional well-being during the COVID pandemic? To better understand the processes creating these associations: How did teachers describe their administrative context and school ecology during the COVID pandemic? How did teachers describe their collegial relationships and support during the COVID pandemic? 
Methods
This study utilizes a mixed method explanatory sequential design approach “to explain quantitative results with qualitative data” (Creswell, 2022, p. 53). This two-stage mixed methods approach begins with quantitative data collection and analysis. Once quantitative results are established, “qualitative data helps us understand quantitative results in more depth” (Creswell, 2022, p.54). We followed this sequential approach in designing this study, first exploring relationships between ecological and psychological factors during COVID. Specifically, the goal of our quantitative analysis was to examine whether teachers’ relationships with colleagues and administrators were associated with their professional well-being, while accounting for a variety of other background characteristics. 
In the second qualitative phase of the study, to better understand how and why colleague and administrator relationships influenced teacher well-being in the particular context of COVID teaching, we interviewed teachers using broad, open-ended questions to build our inductive understanding of teachers’ lived experiences and relational processes to contribute to our sense making of the quantitative results in contextualized and nuanced ways (Creswell, 2013). Here, we are able to measure the relationship between teacher and administrator relationships and well-being in a historical moment characterized by social isolation and shifting conditions of professional collaboration, then we unpack these findings through inductive, phenomenological qualitative inquiry to understand how these relationships unfolded in teachers’ lived experience and to theorize how they influenced teacher well-being (Creswell, 2022, 2013; Kvale, 1996).
Participants 
Participants were recruited through publicly available teacher email addresses from school websites and through teacher professional networks and social media groups. A total of 185 full-time US educators completed the online survey (see Table 1 for participant characteristics). Similar to the national population of teachers (Irwin et al., 2021), nearly three-quarters of the survey respondents identified as women (74%) and White (72%). The majority of teachers taught in a public-school setting (68%). Approximately half instructed in secondary grades (8-12; 48%) and had a master’s degree or higher (54%). In addition, 9% of the sample indicated that they were special education teachers and 12% of the sample indicated that they taught specials (e.g., physical education, health, theater, art, music). On average, teachers had 14 years of experience (min = 1, max = 42). Individuals not currently working as teachers, teaching outside of the US, and paraprofessionals and teaching/instructional assistants were excluded from the study.
We interviewed 27 teachers who indicated interest during the survey. The vast majority were White (~90%), women (85%), and had an average of 15.5 years of experience (min = 1, max = 37). The majority taught in elementary (37%) or secondary (33%) grade levels, with some teachers instructing at the preschool level (19%) or across multiple developmental levels (11%) (see Table 2 for participant pseudonyms and select characteristics).
Measures 
Teacher Well Being. Teachers’ professional experiences were captured using a teacher-report questionnaire designed to assess both ecological and psychological factors that impact teacher professional well-being (Authors, 2022b). The factor structure of the measure was previously established through exploratory factor analysis with a sample of K-12 public school teachers and the subscales demonstrated acceptable internal consistency reliability (Authors, 2022b). In the present study, we analyzed three key subscales: Colleagues, Leadership, and Emotional State. Subscale items rated on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (almost always). The Colleagues subscale captures teachers’ relationships with other teachers in their school and consists of 7 items (α = .87) including, “My colleagues trust each other” and “My colleagues work together to meet student needs.” The Leadership subscale captures teachers’ relationships with their school’s administration and consists of 9 items (α =.92) including, “My school leaders care about my well-being” and “My school leaders make decisions that help my students.” The Emotional State subscale assesses teachers’ emotions toward their job and consists of 8 items (α =.92), including “I feel happy when I prepare for the school day” and “I am able to cope with job stressors.” 
Teachers were also asked survey questions related to their own identity (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, years of experience, etc.), the setting in which they work (e.g., grade level, school type, etc.), and their primary mode of instruction during that school year (i.e., virtual, hybrid, in-person). 
The semi-structured qualitative interview protocol explored survey topics to help us contextualize and understand processes underlying the quantitative findings on the association between professional relationships and teacher well-being. We developed our interview questions following guidelines of post-positivist phenomenological approaches: Questions were designed to be broad and open-ended and intended to capture teachers’ complex life experiences and understandings of phenomena (Kvale, 1996). Interview questions asked participants to describe their school context, experiences and teaching practices during COVID, relationships with colleagues, administrators, parents, and students, and approaches to classroom management and culturally responsive education. For example, interviewers asked questions including, “Can you describe your relationships with your colleagues? What are the best parts of your work right now? What are the biggest challenges of your work right now?” with follow up questions, informed by researchers’ knowledge of extant literature, asking participants to more deeply describe their specific understandings and experiences.
Procedures 
To obtain a sample of teacher participants, the research team gathered publicly available teacher email addresses from public, private, and charter school websites across the United States. Online searches were conducted by region (Northeast, Midwest, West/Southwest, and Southeast) aiming for an equal distribution of teachers’ emails from each region. The research team member assigned to a specific region Google-searched each state in that region, searching for public, charter, and private school teacher emails (e.g., “Arizona public school teacher emails”). A total of 3,007 teacher emails were gathered from school district, charter network, and private school websites. Additionally, members of the research team shared information about the study with individuals in their personal and professional networks, and they also posted the survey on social media sites (i.e., personal Twitter accounts, educator Facebook groups). 
With Institutional Review Board approval, participants consented and completed the anonymous survey between February-July 2021 via the secure online survey platform, Qualtrics. At the conclusion of the survey, an embedded link took the teacher respondents to a separate “contact information” survey where they could enter their email address to receive a $10 online gift card. In this separate survey, teachers were also asked to indicate if they were willing to participate in a follow-up phone interview. If teachers indicated willingness to be interviewed, they completed another online consent form. A total of 27 educators consented and participated in semi-structured phone interviews, lasting 25-45 minutes, between March-July 2021. Teachers’ received another $10 online gift card for their participation in the interview. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed.  
Quantitative Analyses 
We conducted survey data cleaning and missing value analyses for the survey administration using SPSS version 25. Of the 185 total survey respondents, 9.6% were missing data on the Emotional State outcome variable. We examined whether respondents with complete data differed systematically from those with missing outcome data based on demographic characteristics (i.e., school type, masters plus, female gender, mode of instruction, race, grade level, years of experience) through t-tests and chi-squared (χ2) analyses. Findings indicated that teachers in pre-kindergarten (χ2 = 17.96, p < .001) and secondary grades (χ2 = 5.26, p < .05) as well as those who primarily taught through in-person instruction that year (χ2 = 16.35, p < .001) were missing more data than would be expected. Both grade level (i.e., pre-kindergarten, elementary [reference group], secondary, multiple grades) and primary mode of instruction for that school year (i.e., virtual, hybrid, in-person [reference group]) were dummy coded and controlled for in the regression model. 
Multiple linear regression analysis was conducted in Mplus version 8 using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation to handle missing data (Allison, 2009). To estimate the regression model, teachers’ self-reported emotional state was regressed upon teachers’ ratings of their relationships with colleagues and school leadership, as primary predictors of interest. In addition to grade level and instructional mode, the analysis also controlled for teachers’ race/ethnicity, years of experience, whether or not they taught in a public-school setting, and gender, given that extant research has demonstrated associations between these background characteristics and teacher stress (Carver-Thomas, 2018; Diliberti et al., 2021; Merrimack College, 2022). 
Qualitative Analysis
The qualitative component of this study takes a post-positivist, phenomenological approach, grounded in participants’ lived experiences of COVID teaching (Creswell, 2013; Kvale, 1996). Though our conceptualization of the study was informed by extant literature on teacher stress and burnout (e.g., Bottiani et al., 2019; Greenberg et al., 2016; Weingarten et al., 2017) and recent articles describing the effect of the pandemic on school systems (e.g., Blagg et al., 2020; Flannery, 2020; Soland et al., 2020), our analysis did not begin with apriori theories of colleague relationships. Instead, following conventions of phenomenological methodologies, we took an inductive approach to analyzing teachers' descriptions of their lived experience to describe how teachers experienced the process of relating to their colleagues during COVID and theorize how these relationship experiences connected to teachers’ professional well-being (Boyatzis, 1998; Bryman, 1988; Creswell, 2013). 
We conducted qualitative thematic analysis through a process of iterative, data-driven, descriptive coding (Boyatzis, 1998). We began analysis by reviewing the transcribed interview data noting emergent patterns, ideas, and intuitions (Saldaña, 2009), developing memos on emerging patterns (Creswell, 2013). The first phase of coding began with four research team members open-coding two randomly selected interviews, identifying emerging codes and developing an initial codebook (Boyatzis, 1998). We then tested these codes: all four research team members coded a subsample of four additional interviews, then met to compare our coding, confirm the dependability of the codes, and make adjustments or clarify the codebook (see Supplemental Table 1; Boyatzis, 1998; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Saldaña, 2009). Two researchers completed coding the data set using Dedoose qualitative software (interrater agreement =75%).  Next, we developed emergent themes by looking at the data parsed in each code, comparing the codes, combining codes into themes by “codeweaving,” or collectively interpreting and reflecting on the links, synergies, and patterns across the codes (Saldaña, 2009; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). As our inductive, interpretive findings developed, we returned to the literature to hone our analysis and explore how findings extended or complimented existing research. 
Taking up the process of “intersubjective recognition” (Levitt et al., 2021) to promote the trustworthiness of our analysis, we: reflected on our subjectivities and positionalities in writing and in discussion, worked with data and discussed our understandings and interpretations in research meetings, collaboratively developed our findings attending to discrepant data and multiple interpretations, and created an audit trail of our analysis through memos and meeting discussion notes throughout the analytic process (Luttrell, 2010; Maxwell, 2005). We also include “thick” data in our research presentation to support our findings and allow for readers to explore alternative interpretations (Luttrell, 2010). 
We acknowledge that researchers are the “instruments” of qualitative analysis (Luttrell, 2010) and aim here to make our positionality transparent. Our research team includes four White middle class women, one School Psychology and three Teacher Education faculty members, who all have experience working in schools as teachers or support staff. All of us taught online, hybrid, and in-person university courses during COVID. One of us supported school-age children with online learning during COVID as a parent, and all of us also had young children at home while working and teaching during COVID. Our subjectivities, experiences, and curiosities influenced the path of investigation (Luttrell, 2010), so we reflected on and documented how our own experiences were evoked by the qualitative data, noting when we resonated with or departed from our participants’ experiences through both memoing and debriefing in research meetings. This reflexive process supported us to continually bring our focus back to the lived experiences of our participants and promoted the trustworthiness of our findings (Kvale, 1996; Luttrell, 2010).
Results
We present descriptive statistics for school relationship and well-being variables in Table 3. On average, teachers reported the highest ratings for their relationships with colleagues and the lowest ratings for their relationships with school leaders. 
Before estimating our regression model, we explored our variables to test for normality, including skewness and excess kurtosis (Table 3) as well as histograms for the Emotional State outcome and continuous predictors of interest (Colleagues, School Leadership). These data suggested that there were no major deviations from normality (Kim, 2013). 
After controlling for teacher background characteristics, findings from the regression model indicated that Colleagues ( = .20, p < .001) and School Leadership (  = .30, p < .001) were both statistically significant and positively predictive of Emotional State (Table 4). Thus, teachers who reported better relationships with colleagues and school administrators also reported greater emotional well-being. These results influenced our qualitative exploration to better understand the qualities of these relationships and how teachers understood these relationships to influence their well-being during this difficult period of teaching. We share qualitative findings below (see also Supplemental Table 2).
COVID Disrupted School Ecology and Administrative Supervision 
	First, teachers suggested that established teacher-administrator relationships were interrupted as schools shifted among virtual, hybrid, and in-person modalities. Participants described shifting and varied levels of support from both their principals and district administration, with many noting how increased outside demands on administrators due to dynamic COVID conditions interrupted the support and supervision they provided for teachers. Ms. Howard explained, “I feel like my relationship with my principal got a little bit more distant, but I can understand that, because she was pulled in a thousand different directions.” Ms. Lewis described:
I had most interactions with my direct boss. I can tell that she was making absolutely every effort she could to be a support for us teachers and also kind of be the liaison between higher-up administration and kind of putting out fires with the families, but she was completely pulled in all directions…. she kind of just let us do our own thing, which was both a blessing and a curse.
Often teachers described a duality in relationships with supervisors—as supportive, but distant—in contrast to their deepening relationships with their colleagues. Ms. Lewis also shared, “we had two [staff] meetings a week scheduled and they were very unproductive and I think part of that is because our leadership this year had other things on their minds, surprisingly, and so it was kind of just up to us.” Here administrator distraction also reduced structure and efficiency. For other teachers, less management by administrators created a positive opportunity. Mr. Jackson described, “as long as you're doing your job and the administration is confident that they know you're doing your job, you really don't have to fear that somebody is coming for you, and then you can really enjoy your job.” So, teachers varied in how they experienced weakening supervision by administrators, yet most suggested that these relationships became less intensive and substantive.
Participants highlighted a complex duality of administrative flexibility and support during COVID. As Mr. Jones explained: 
Do I feel valued by my school? That’s actually complex. Because, by my immediate administrators, yes. In spirit. But in practicality, I think a lot gets put on us. And with the knowledge that hey, we’ll just deal with it. We’ll just do what needs to be done because that’s who we are. That’s what we do. And there’s a lot of pressure. And, I don’t think that it’s malevolent in any way. Like I said, I think our administrative team is really caring in principle. But in practice I think the resources aren’t always there to provide for us what we need.
Mr. Jones, and many participants, felt valued by their immediate administrators, but these relationships lacked the depth of support and resources teachers needed to be successful, particularly in online and hybrid teaching. Ms. Dial shared another aspect of this duality, explaining:
I do feel like I'm valued with what I share and my input and ideas and things like that. I think again, as a broader district, I feel like there's a lot of placating and a lot of, we're going to come here, talk, listen to you, but then often decisions are already made. It's sort of like we're going to come talk to you after-the-fact, which we all know that that's what's happening. So, it's hard to feel valued when those kinds of things happen or when they say they're going to do something and then they don't. 
Here administrators performatively solicited feedback from teachers, without valuing the feedback in decision-making. Ms. Dial and other participants noted that administrative support and partnership during COVID was complex, superficial, and sometimes untrustworthy, 
	 Some teachers also described how districts increased pressure on teachers to address learning loss or “close gaps” exacerbated by COVID and reflected in standardized test scores. Ms. DeSalvo shared:
I would say overall – and I think it might just be because there's a pandemic, but I've been feeling a lot of pressure from admin of getting test scores up or getting to a certain place, closing gaps, those terms are thrown around a lot. I do feel like my admin's been supportive. I feel like they're trying to invest in me, and they're trying to teach me and give me people to help support me, so, in that sense I feel supported.
Teachers shared ambivalence about the kinds of support they received from administrators during COVID, with both increased teacher responsibilities and varied structures and supports.
While, by-and-large, teachers described increased flexibility in school ecology out of necessity or administrator overwhelm, two of our participants described how administrators substantively innovated the structure of schooling to support teachers' increased needs during COVID: shifting the weekly schedule to four days of conventional instruction. Ms. Tracey explained that in her district, she only worked with students over zoom on Mondays. This schedule increased planning time, “it's been helpful because I can use that time to just really plan instead of having to spend my time after the school day is over to plan… They didn't have that before the pandemic, so that's been good.” Ms. VanPelt explained that her district shifted to four days of instruction, with the fifth day “staff only.” This innovation increased support, “that was a great time for us to have those moments to reflect with one another, to problem solve, to come together as a big community. I think just having that day was really, really valuable and was one thing that we wished that we could hold onto, but they chose not to do that moving forward.” While the administration chose to shift back to a five-day week after the 2020-21 school year, Ms. VanPelt found this increased flexibility supportive of both her teaching and connection to her school.
Overall, participants described how COVID altered the traditional structure and supervision of schooling. Participants varied in their experience of this flexibility and freedom, with many highlighting the duality of relationships with administration—as both supportive and superficial, independent and inefficient, trusting and pressure-filled. These disrupted and ambiguous structures often left teachers to “deal with it.” 
Teachers Collaborated on Pedagogy
Next, teachers described collaborating and supporting each other, particularly in grade or content teams, to tackle COVID pedagogical challenges by adapting their teaching practice and curriculum. Ms. Lee shared, “My [department] colleagues and I, we have a pretty tight group….Usually if someone asks for help, there's a lot of people who will jump in and say, ‘Here. Let me do this. Let me do this.’” Similarly, Mr. Medina explained, “my department and I are pretty close....we've had a lot more time to collaborate together, so I appreciate that. We've grown together as colleagues and as friends and as collaborators, so that's been really cool…. I think our relationships have gone deeper, because we've needed to lean on each other a little bit.” 
Teachers also shared how they relied on their colleagues to solve struggles with new technology rapidly adopted during the pandemic. Ms. Miller explained, “the district came and put out some how-to videos or whatever. But really, working with other teachers who have figured out a workaround or a solution to a technical problem. A couple of teachers in our school are like pros.” This teacher explained that district professional development failed to meet teacher needs, so colleagues with technology skills stepped in to solve teacher’s problems, share tools, and support their practice. 
When discussing curriculum development, many teachers described teaching teams sharing preparation of materials and creating communal resources. Ms. DeSalvo explained:
My team is very helpful, just because we each take a subject to plan, because we have to teach all of them. So, at least we don't have to plan everything; we just have to, you know, help each other out by planning lessons…. I've always felt supported by my grade level team. We plan together a lot.
Other teachers used the disruption during COVID as an opportunity to innovate their curriculum. Mr. Jones shared that school administrators gave teachers “freedom” to collaboratively build interdisciplinary curricula:
Our administration has been very generous in letting us create and do what we want to do. My partner teacher is a social studies teacher and we created a humanities curriculum this year, which has been both very, very hard but also very comforting, because we work very well together. And building this curriculum where we’re also trying, in addition to doing our social studies and English curriculum, we’re also trying to incorporate social justice and equity issues. And the fact that we’re essentially on the same page, and we work real well together and have our administrator’s support, is the most comforting.
Mr. Jones’ description suggests how increased curricular flexibility and collegial connection laid the groundwork for pedagogical growth. 
Finally, participants shared how changing school ecology shifted work routines and increased communication and collaboration. For example, Ms. Smith described daily team meetings in which colleagues engaged in timely, substantive pedagogical support:
My colleagues are wonderful. There's a team of six of us that teach third grade….We've kind of all realized that we're stronger together and the only way we're getting through it is together. So in that regard, we're doing okay.…our team has been very vocal about the struggles we're having. We air them and we talk about them while we're together. We still have to meet daily with our teams, so we talk about the things we're struggling with, try to provide each other with tips, pointers, things that we're doing that might alleviate things in another person's classroom. We try our best to just be there for each other because we all know that we're in it together. There's no way we're gonna survive this year if we're not in it together…. So we really just found the strength in sticking together, because you have to.
Daily meetings gave colleagues consistent space to name their challenges and work together to solve problems of practice, building a resilient community that enhanced teaching skills.
	Across the study, we found that to cope with dynamic, flexible, and unfamiliar experiences of COVID teaching, teachers grew their practice by turning toward each other for consistent pedagogical support. Teachers shared knowledge and resources, swapped curriculum and activities, collaborated to create new curriculum, and engaged in pedagogical problem-solving. Teachers identified their colleagues as the most consistent and trustworthy providers of pedagogical support during COVID.
Teachers Built Relationships with Intimacy, Trust, and Emotional Support
Most of the teachers in our study described deepening bonds with their colleagues. These relationships provide an important buffer when facing stress and emotional challenges associated with COVID teaching. At the start of the pandemic, Ms. VanPelt described how her “community of teachers and colleagues” provided vital connection:
At a time where we felt very isolated….feeling that connectedness. So having those groups and being able to reach out to our colleagues and share ideas and not only about teaching, but about the struggle, how things were impacting our family life, because it was all intertwining. Especially teaching from home…your family and work life really merged together, was really hard to focus that space and to keep it separate; so, having that community.
Ms. VanPelt described growing mutual respect and trust with her colleagues after connecting through this experience, “I feel like I belong and I feel that I am respected….I'm given a lot of respect and acknowledgement for the work that I've done and I'm appreciative of that. So, I feel like I can question things because I do have that sense of belonging and trust among a good chunk of my colleagues.” She went on to share, “I think the connection overall with adults was – I think there was more connection, more, which is weird to say, because I know we all were also home. But yet, there was, I mean compared to a typical year, I do feel like there was a lot more connections being made.” For Ms. VanPelt, COVID created a paradoxical strengthening of collegial connections.
	Similarly, Ms. Malloy described how sharing the experience of “this hard time” brought her closer to her colleagues, “That human touch, especially as educators…you need it, you need that connection. When you're tired, you're stressed, you gotta let it out some way, somehow. Who do you talk to? Your co-teachers…. that is what is taking us through this hard time, you know, the connection.” Here relationships with other teachers became a central way of coping with stress and of maintaining resilience through struggle. Ms. DeSalvo shared a similar comradery, “Yeah, I think a lot of the relationships with colleagues is, like, complaining together and just feeling the sense of solidarity that we're all going through this together.” Teachers depended on each other for constant support that promoted coping. As Ms. Howard described, “I would say the best source of support was the teachers at work that I'm close with.… We have like a group text and we basically called it like our mental health hotline for the year. We were just constantly texting each other.” Deepening intimacy of collegial relationships provided needed mental health support to cope with the ongoing challenges of COVID teaching. Ms. Howard continued, “I've definitely gotten closer to the group that we have like that mental health hotline chat. We were already close and would go out from time-to-time, but we became a lot closer.” 
Some participants described a simultaneous deepening of relationships with some colleagues and distancing with other teachers at their school. Mr. Jones shared:
Within our team, we’ve gotten very… much closer. We’re a really tight group and very lucky we have each other…. Some teams, there are some relationships which are really strained. So, in my personal circumstance, our relationships with other faculty members within our team has really strengthened. The relationships with other faculty members that are in different houses have weakened because we don’t really see them this year. 
For many study participants, relationships with their closest colleagues—team members or department members—increased in intimacy and trust. Yet, teachers often described feeling more distance from faculty they did not work with on a regular basis because of online or physical distancing.
Finally, teachers noted how the COVID context instigated change in their relationships. Mr. Medina shared that the vulnerability of teaching during COVID created opportunities for teachers to connect and care for each other in new, substantive ways: 
The ladies in my department and I are pretty close … And amongst other friends in the building outside of the department, I think our relationships have gone deeper, because we've needed to lean on each other a little bit. You know, sometimes we lean and sometimes we pull up, but it's been really cool to see that support system kind of just organically grow without us being told that it needed to. You know, we just stepped up and took care of each other.
Here Mr. Medina shared his pleasure at seeing his relationships develop and grow with his colleagues outside of more traditional or top-down structures of schooling. Their mutual support and aid developed “organically” and sustained them through difficult times. Overall, teachers described building intimacy and trust with their colleagues to cope with COVID stressors.
Discrepant findings
While teachers largely noted how COVID enhanced collegial relationships, a few participants described problematic colleague interactions that we include to acknowledge and make space for the complexities of teachers’ experiences. For example, Ms. Giblin shared how colleagues struggled to regulate emotions with the enhanced anxiety of COVID risk for in-person instruction. She explained, “people were scared, I guess. And they – teachers I mean, and they were turning on each other.” In one instance, a teacher lashed out at a parent whose child got sick in the classroom, “certain teachers, [were] really nasty to the parent – I had to end up apologizing to my parents because of the way they were treated. I mean it was just a very uncomfortable time. People just I felt like were more rude…it just it was not a good situation.” Next, Ms. O'Neill described how colleagues made demands on her time because she was skilled with technology, despite often feeling socially ostracized by these colleagues, “I don't socialize with them or anything, but they would call me at home. ‘I can't get this to work. How do I get this to work?’ ‘What does this mean?’ ‘What does this do?’ ‘How do I fix this?’” As COVID required teachers to show competence in technology beyond their training, this teacher felt burdened by colleagues’ demands for help outside of work, despite a lack of underlying friendship. Finally, vaccination beliefs and challenges due to COVID quarantine protocols disrupted some relationships, replicating broader social fissures. Ms. James shared:
With some colleagues, I've gotten – people who I aligned with in my values and in my feelings about the pandemic, I feel like I got a lot closer with. I think that there is a bit of a rift between people who – at this point, people who are vaccinated and people who are not, because the unvaccinated staff in our school, they have to quarantine anytime they're exposed for two weeks or if they get COVID, or if a student in their class has it and they were around them. Whereas vaccinated teachers do not have to do that. What's happened quite frequently is that all the vaccinated teachers have been covering for and doing coverage for the unvaccinated teachers, who have been home repeatedly. That's kind of strained some relationships. 
This teacher expressed that relationships with teachers with aligned beliefs strengthened, while increased burdens frayed other collegial relationships. These examples of discrepant data show how the stresses and challenges of teaching during COVID complicated relationships for some teachers.
Discussion
Our findings extend understanding of the Context pathway of teacher well-being (Herman et al., 2020), suggesting that relationships with other teachers and school leaders continue to have a significant positive association with teacher well-being, this time amidst the pandemic. Further, our qualitative findings enrich our understanding of Context factors, as teachers describe the entire ecology of schools changing during the COVID pandemic. COVID’s disruption of the structures and practices of schools increased flexibility and demands for pedagogical innovation, accelerating new teacher collaborations and building deeper and more intimate teacher relationships. First, teachers shared that school administrators were often overburdened and unable to provide structure and supervision previously normalized in school settings. Second, teachers expressed how teacher-teacher relationship quality often shifted during COVID, as colleagues collectively faced new pedagogical and emotional demands, while coping with diminished social contact and upheaval in their own lives and the lives of their students. Participants described both collaborating with their teacher colleagues to create content and develop new instructional strategies together, and creating networks of support and care for each other, which increased collegial intimacy, trust, and vulnerability.
In addition to enhancing literature on teacher professional well-being broadly, our study extends literature on teacher collaboration and responses to professional stress and trauma in several ways. First, teachers in this study reported both enjoying and benefiting from collaborating on new pedagogical approaches and content, a shift from past research in which US teachers reported a lowering of job satisfaction when they had to collaborate on new ideas (Reeves et al., 2017). Research posits relational trust as a key factor of effective collaboration and institutional change (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), and our study findings suggest that teachers’ experiences of collegial support through the pandemic have deepened relationships, trust, and connection for many teachers. The deepening of collegial relationships then may create important opportunities for teachers to engage in effective collaboration and innovation strategies that they may have resisted in the past.
This study also extends literature on the importance of collegial relationships when coping with professional stress and trauma. As with mental health professionals and police officers (Kanno & Giddings, 2017; Stephens & Long, 2000), our study finds that strong collegial relationships promoted teacher well-being, with teachers highlighting how creating space to “[go] deeper” and “lean on each other,” helped support teachers as they coped with the upheaval of COVID teaching. These findings also mirror psychological research that suggests that sharing painful experiences can increase social bonding, trust, and cooperation (Bastien et al., 2014). Our study shows a new application of these theories in education settings and expands evidence that collegial connections are a critical element of the Context pathway of teacher well-being and can promote teacher resilience in times of crisis and stress.
Limitations
This study has several limitations that offer valuable directions for future research. First, the current teacher sample identified overwhelmingly as white women. Although the demographic composition of our sample is similar to the overall US public school teaching population (Irwin et al., 2021), it may not represent the experiences of teachers from underrepresented groups. Research indicates that individuals from historically marginalized groups were disproportionately impacted by the pandemic (Sullivan et al., 2021), and that teachers of color, in particular, reported increased stress and life disruption during COVID (Souto-Manning & Melvin, 2022). Further research should seek to obtain larger and more diverse samples to explore the influence of the pandemic on teachers’ professional well-being specifically, and should take up questions of how identity influences connections between teacher well-being and collegial relationships more broadly. Second, to maximize participants’ comfort with answering sensitive survey questions, the researchers anonymized the survey and were unable to link those data with the teacher interviews. Future mixed methods studies of teacher well-being and staff relationships may wish to incorporate survey and interview data that can be linked and analyzed concurrently. Finally, given the aforementioned limitations and the nature of qualitative data analysis, our study does not claim to generalize all findings to the national population of teachers. Our qualitative analysis aims to develop theoretical propositions about the social processes that link teacher relationships and well-being (Bryman, 1988).  
Implications: Cultivating Collegial Relationships
Today, US teachers report declining mental health and schools are facing an exodus of experienced teachers (Bacher-Hicks et al., 2022; Kush, et al., 2022). While COVID has had deleterious effects on teaching and learning, we suggest that strengthened teacher relationships should be better broadcast as a kind of “silver lining” of this collective stressor. By sharing and affirming stories of how teachers organized, collaborated, engaged in professional sensemaking, and supported each other’s emotional health and resilience, educational leaders can help reaffirm this narrative of teacher collective strength. Study findings also suggest that by creating intentional spaces for teacher collegial support, schools may increase teacher well-being and retention. Here we echo scholars' calls for more intervention research supporting social cohesion of the teaching workforce (Hascher & Waber, 2021). Teachers today need opportunities to tell their stories, to meaningfully process their COVID experiences together, to share their grief, loss, and collective resilience, and to acknowledge current struggles. 
By claiming collegial relationships as a positive story from COVID struggle, school leaders can make the most of new collaborative trust and support teachers have fostered in each other as they continue to face challenges. Effects of collective trauma can include growth in empathy and prosocial behavior (Vollhardt, 2009). Teacher-teacher relational trust can create organization-wide resources, including teacher buy-in for collective decision-making, reform initiatives, and shared engagement in learning and accountability (Authors, 2017; Bryk and Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). So, we suggest that school leaders leverage teachers’ positive COVID collaborative experiences and prosocial growth by building new institutional structures and supports to continue meaningful collaboration, curricular design, reflective practice, and organizational reform. The experiences teachers shared during COVID create an opportunity to disrupt common narratives of schools as stagnant “egg crates,” where teachers isolate in their classrooms and resist change. By showcasing how teachers rapidly and collaboratively shifted their practice in the past and supporting continued growth of these skills through establishment of intentional collaborative planning time for innovation, school leaders can empower teachers to build on the relationships and skills they developed during COVID to design new ways of working together, building curriculum and enhancing practice, and supporting each other.
Finally, administrators need to reconnect with teachers in their school and district, to strengthen authentic relationships with teachers as the calamity of COVID subsides. Teachers in our study shared a longing for school administrators to be more transparent and connected with teachers’ work in the classroom, and our study suggests that administrators who take the opportunity now, to both empower teachers and build authentic relationships, may bolster the well-being and retention of their staff. Overall, this study has important implications for leveraging these “silver-lining” teacher relationships to promote ongoing, meaningful teacher sense-making, buoy teacher resilience, and propel adaptive institutional change, as schools and teachers face continued challenges.
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Table 1
Background Characteristics for Full Sample of Survey Participants (N=185)
	Background Characteristic
	Percentage

	Gender 
	

	   Female
	74%

	   Male 
	17%

	   Transgender/Non-Binary 
	  1%

	   Missing 
	 8%

	Race 
	

	   White 
	72%

	   Black/African American 
	10%

	   Hispanic/Latinx
	4%

	   Multiethnic, Biracial, Other 
	4%

	   Asian 
	1%

	   Missing 
	9%

	Grade level 
	

	   PreK
	28%

	   Elementary 
	20%

	   Middle School 
	20%

	   High School
	28%

	   Multiple levels 
	4%

	   Missing 
	0%

	Primary Instructional Mode
	

	   Virtual 
	22%

	   Hybrid
	55%

	   In-person
	23%

	School Type
	

	   Public 
	68%

	   Charter 
	13%

	   Private 
	9%

	   Other/Missing 
	10%

	Degree attainment 
	

	   At least a bachelor’s degree 
	91%

	   Master’s degree or higher  
	54%

	   Missing 
	5%





Table 2
Interview Participant Characteristics
	Pseudonym
	Years of Experience
	Grade
Level 
	Region
	Current Instruction Format

	Ms. Allen
	29
	9-12
	Unreported
	In-person

	Ms. Carletti
	8
	Pre-K
	Midwest
	In-person

	Ms. Chung
	7
	2
	Southeast
	Hybrid

	Ms. Cocca
	37
	7-12
	Northeast
	Hybrid

	Ms. DeSalvo
	<1
	4
	Southwest
	Hybrid

	Ms. Dial
	20
	Pre-K
	Unreported
	Hybrid

	Ms. Giblin
	19
	Pre-K
	Southeast
	Hybrid

	Ms. Gillen
	30
	Pre-K
	Unreported
	Hybrid

	Ms. Howard
	10
	K
	Unreported
	Hybrid

	Ms. Kramer
	10
	6
	Midwest
	Hybrid

	Mr. Jackson
	24
	9
	West
	Hybrid

	Ms. James
	8
	K
	Northeast
	In-person

	Mr. Jones
	13
	7-8
	Northeast
	Virtual

	Ms. Lee
	19
	9-11
	Unreported
	Hybrid

	Ms. Lewis
	12
	Pre-K
	Unreported
	Virtual

	Ms. Malloy
	35
	Infant-6
	Southeast
	In-person

	Mr. McLaughlin
	14
	7-8
	Unreported
	In-person

	Mr. Medina
	20
	10
	Unreported
	Hybrid

	Ms. Miller
	Unreported
	Unreported
	West
	Hybrid

	Ms. O’Neill
	26
	5
	Northeast
	In-person

	Ms. Ring
	27
	K
	Southwest
	Hybrid

	Ms. Stone
	2
	3-5
	Northeast
	Hybrid

	Ms. Turner
	10
	6-12
	Unreported
	In-person

	Ms. Tracey
	<1
	K
	Unreported
	In-person

	Ms. VanPelt
	15
	K
	Unreported
	Hybrid

	Ms. Wilson
	12
	K-8
	Midwest
	Hybrid








Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for School Relationship and Teacher Well-Being Variables 
	Predictors
	Emotional State

	
	Min – Max
	Mean 
	Standard Dev.
	Skew
	Kurtosis

	Emotional State 
	1.50 – 5.00
	3.56
	0.85
	-.460
	-.379

	Colleagues
	1.71 – 5.00 
	3.81
	0.67
	-.276
	.158

	School Leadership 
	1.00 – 5.00
	3.21
	0.84
	-.169
	.260





Table 4
Regression Examining the Association between School Relationships and Teachers’ Well-being 
	Predictors
	Emotional State

	
	
	Standard Error
	95% CI 

	Colleagues
	0.20***
	0.06
	 0.09 – 0.32

	School Leadership 
	0.30***
	0.06
	 0.17 – 0.43

	Years of Experience 
	0.18*
	0.09
	 0.02 – 0.37

	Female Gender 
	-0.15
	0.08
	-0.30 – 0.01

	Black/African American 
	-0.38
	0.29
	-0.94 – 0.19

	Hispanic/Latinx 
	-0.11
	0.14
	-0.39 – 0.17

	Asian, Biracial, or Other 
	0.19
	0.17
	-0.14 – 0.52

	Virtual Instruction 
	-0.14
	0.09
	-0.31 – 0.03

	Hybrid Instruction 
	-0.14
	0.08
	-0.30 – 0.01

	Grade level - Pre-K 
	0.21**
	0.08
	 0.07 – 0.36

	Grade level - Secondary 
	0.09
	0.09
	-0.07 – 0.26

	Grade level - Multiple grades 
	0.07
	0.07
	-0.07 – 0.21

	School type - Public School 
	-0.08
	0.07
	-0.21 – 0.06


Note. Standardized estimates are reported. Reference group for race is White. Reference group for instruction is in-person. Reference group for grade level is elementary. Reference group for public school is charter/private. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Supplemental Table 1
Codebook for Qualitative Analysis
	Primary Code
	Sub-code
	Definition
	Example

	Teacher-teacher relationship
	
	
	

	 
	Complaining
	Describing colleague relationships as a space for complaining, unloading difficult feelings.
	“I think a lot of the relationships with colleagues is, like, complaining together and just feeling the sense of solidarity that, like, we're all going through this together.”

	 
	Emotional support/
solidarity
	Describing colleague relationships that involves a sense of unity, connection, and therapeutic value
	“I would say in terms of my colleagues, we just pulled together and worked really well and supported each other. That's just what we do.”

	 
	Shared practice/
curriculum 
	 Colleague relationships focused on sharing effective pedagogical strategies, curricular material, content planning, and any resources
	“We really had to come together talking to other people, what are you doing, what are you using, how are you doing this? A lot of it was us really figuring it out on our own.”

	 
	Difficult/
acting out/
disappointing
	Descriptions of interactions with colleagues that involve feeling disturbed or unhappy with the actions of colleagues, or interactions that involve critiquing or chastising peers.
	“certain teachers, who are really nasty to the parent – I had to end up apologizing to my parents because of the way they were treated. I mean it was just a very uncomfortable time. People just I felt like were more rude.”

	Teacher-admin relationship
	
	
	

	 
	Positive/
supportive/
responsive
	A teacher-admin relationship characterized as providing benefits 
	“Supportive administrators who know me and communicate with me as a human being, that's been the world of difference.”

	 
	Demands/
pressure
	 A teacher-admin relationship that involves demands, requests, anxiety, or stress 
	“More work. They've given me more work to do. They're expecting and demanding a lot more but I'm not getting anything more. I feel like I'm doing more and getting less, and I don't get the satisfaction out of my job anymore, either.”

	 
	Laissez faire/
unstructured/freedom
	 A teacher-admin relationship in which teachers are given little guidance or structure
	“I mean, of course no one could've planned this, but the biggest challenge has been that there's been no direction, really. Teachers have just kind of had to come up with their own thing, their own way of doing things, and that's different teacher to teacher, so nothing is really organized.”

	 
	Distracted/
unresponsive
	 A teacher-admin relationship where administrators are removed, aloof, distracted, not available or unresponsive to teacher requests, feelings, or experiences
	“I feel like it's just showing how even more they don't know what's going on in the classroom. They have a – in a normal schoolyear, they get little snippets here and there when they come in and observe or just visit and stuff. I think even in an online classroom, it's a little more obvious when they don't – if they're not teaching that they don't exactly know what it's like to be a teacher in the situation.”

	 
	“Don’t listen”/ disrespect
	 A teacher-admin relationship characterized by a lack of trust, lack of care, little listening or responsiveness
	“Let us teach them how to pull that up and pick one thing. Let us teach them how to get out of the hole of that missing assignment without falling farther behind. ‘No, that's not what we're doing. You can't do that. That's not what we're gonna do. We're gonna do it this way and that's the only way we're doing it.’ But this is what students need and I’m telling you, they're failing, they're flailing, they're stressed out. We need this period to help them with these things. ‘No, no, no, you can't do that, no.’ They're just, they're not listening. Like, we're sitting here with the kids every day, and they don't listen. They do what they wanna do and push it down on us teachers and they don't want any feedback from us, and when you do give them feedback, you're a problem teacher.”

	 
	Power dynamics admin 
	 Descriptions of the power relations in the school. This code includes relations can be characterized as disrespectful/ driven by hierarchy and systems of relationships that support autonomy and empowerment at all levels.
	“There is no support anymore they just shovel everything on the teachers. ‘The more work we can get out of them, the better.’ We're the grunts. We lost our bargaining rights for the union, so, we don't have any union rights, we can't strike, we have no – we have no recourse to push back, to deal with having more and more put on our plates.”





Supplemental Table 2
Findings Summary with Related Qualitative Codes
	Qualitative Finding
	Finding Description
	Related Qualitative Codes

	COVID disrupted school ecology and administrative supervision 
	Participants described shifting and varied levels of support from both their principals and district administration, with many noting how increased outside demands on administrators due to dynamic COVID conditions interrupted the support and supervision they provided for teachers.

	Teacher-admin relationship codes: 
Positive/supportive
Demands/pressure
Laissez faire/unstructured/freedom
Distracted/Unresponsive

	Teachers collaborated on pedagogy
	Teachers described collaborating and supporting each other, particularly in grade or content teams, to tackle COVID pedagogical challenges by adapting their teaching practice and curriculum.

	Teacher-teacher relationship code:
Shared practice/curriculum 

	Teachers built relationships with intimacy, trust, and emotional support

	Teachers described deepening relational bonds and growing intimacy and trust with their colleagues, which provided an important buffer when facing stress and emotional challenges associated with COVID teaching.

	Teacher-teacher relationship codes:
Complaining
Emotional support/solidarity

	Discrepant findings: Teachers acting out or burdening colleagues
	While most teachers in this study described their experiences as fitting with the primary findings, a few teachers had difficult experiences with colleagues. We include these experiences to acknowledge and make space for the complexities of teachers’ experiences during COVID teaching.

	Teacher-teacher relationship codes:
Difficult/acting out/disappointing







