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Abstract
School closures because of the COVID-19 emergency forced a rapid transition to dis-
tance learning worldwide. In this study, we investigated teachers’ experiences with dis-
tance learning during the first Italian lockdown. A sample of 270 primary and secondary 
teachers answered a semi-structured questionnaire administered between April and May 
2020. Didactic modalities, students’ and teachers’ difficulties with distance learning, and 
teachers’ feelings during school closure were investigated through open-ended questions. 
Content analysis indicated that most teachers adopted both synchronous and asynchronous 
modalities, which resembled the traditional classroom learning environment. Moreover, 
technological weaknesses (lack of proper digital equipment and poor digital skills) and 
lack of interactions appeared to be the main threats to the quality of distance learning. The 
implementation of distance learning in primary schools emerged as more challenging than 
in secondary education. Furthermore, most teachers experienced negative feelings during 
online teaching. However, 13% of the sample reported a sense of resilience and opportu-
nity. Particularly, older teachers reported more resilience compared with younger teach-
ers, indicating the importance of experience in managing stressful teaching events. Overall, 
findings suggest that—in this novel educational environment—teachers’ role has changed 
significantly, placing strong emphasis on the ability to encourage communication, discus-
sion, and contact with students. Future work should focus on how information and commu-
nications technology could sustain meaningful interactions between students and teachers, 
especially in primary education.
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Introduction

The environment in which students learn significantly impacts their achievement as well 
as their well-being. In spring 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, gov-
ernments worldwide adopted various preventive measures to contain infection risk among 
the population, which consequently strongly impacted the educational environment (Lau-
ret & Bayram-Jacobs, 2021). For instance, by April 2020, 189 countries decided to close 
schools because of to the COVID-19 pandemic, affecting more than 1.5 billion children 
globally (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 
2020a). Italy was one of the first European countries to experience a widespread outbreak 
of the virus and, as a result, school buildings fully closed from 23rd February 2020 until 
the end of the semester in June 2020 (Contini et al., 2021). School shutdown forced teach-
ers and students to face a rapid transition from traditional in-person instruction to distance 
learning.

Distance learning is an umbrella term that groups all the teaching modalities that do not 
require the simultaneous physical presence of teachers and students in the classroom (Gur-
can & Cagiltay, 2020; Moore et  al., 2011). Nowadays, distance learning is usually con-
ducted through the mediation of digital technologies that help both teachers and students 
to share information in different places or at different times. Synchronous distance learning 
involves real-time communication between teachers and students, while the asynchronous 
modality happens in delayed times and does not rely on simultaneous access for educa-
tional outcomes (Johnson, 2006; Oztok et al., 2013). Despite such modalities being devel-
oped in the past to enrich educational offers mainly in high schools and colleges, these 
were adopted on large scale only when the pandemic occurred to sustain students learning 
outcomes during the exceptional school closures (Naidu, 2020).

According to UNESCO (2020a), during the school closures in spring 2020, differ-
ent countries carried out emergency educational programs through online platforms, tel-
evision, radio, and take-home packages. In this attempt to provide an alternative learning 
environment, it is crucial to underline distance learning (1) is strongly based on technology 
and (2) seems to be more effective if the teacher is prepared to use this methodology (Adov 
& Mäeots, 2021).

The unexpected change in the teaching modality and learning environment had a strong 
impact both on learning and teaching. With respect to learning, the past 2 years witnessed 
an increase in the number of scientific works dedicated to exploring the effects of distance 
learning on students from more disadvantaged backgrounds. Overall, the already-existing 
inequalities in educational opportunities further increased because of the lack of inter-
net connectivity or access to digital devices necessary to engage in online lessons (Mac 
Domhnaill et al., 2021), with indirect detrimental consequences on academic achievement 
(Conto et al., 2021; Donnelly & Patrinos, 2022; Zierer, 2021) and students’ mental health 
(Caputi et al., 2021; Di Malta et al., 2022; Qin et al., 2021; Scarpellini et al., 2021).

Less attention has been placed on the effects on teachers of the sudden shift from tra-
ditional to distance learning, and little is known about how they managed to cope with 
the novel situation (Lukas & Yunus, 2021). Indeed, studies of distance learning conducted 
before the COVID-19 shutdown underlined that the skills and the knowledge required to 
teach in a traditional classroom learning environment differ greatly from those necessary 
in a distance learning setting (Pulham & Graham, 2018). Most teachers at the time of the 
COVID-19 outbreak were not appropriately trained on the application of distance learn-
ing programs (Ewing & Cooper, 2021), although effective distance learning had already 
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been implemented before the pandemic (König et al., 2020; Tejedor et al., 2021). Thus, the 
rapid transition to distance learning elicited many challenges for teachers at various levels 
of education (Lukas & Yunus, 2021). Through a survey, Alea et al. (2020) investigated the 
main difficulties faced by teachers in the Philippines during the first wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic and found that basic education teachers were less ready to offer distance educa-
tion services compared to college teachers, because of the less-advanced facilities, equip-
ment and technological training provided by schools. As argued by Garzon Artacho et al. 
(2020), the development of digital teaching competence is still a challenge for the educa-
tion system and must be a key issue in the training of current teachers. Moreover, the exist-
ing literature highlighted that a major challenge faced by teachers during the emergency 
was the organization of the distance learning didactic. Van der Spoel et al. (2020) found 
that teachers struggled to adapt their face-to-face lessons to a technological mediated set-
ting, and they were not always satisfied with the result. Teachers’ gender and personal char-
acteristics (such as traits and prior digital competencies) have also been found to play a role 
in their overall experience of distance learning. The large disparities found among teach-
ers’ readiness to distance learning partly explain differences in their self-efficacy and their 
positive experience of remote teaching (van der Spoel et al., 2020). These factors, in turn, 
could have an impact on the delivery of quality teaching.

Within the Italian context, however, teachers’ opinions in the immediate aftermath 
of lockdown were collected only in a few studies. For instance, Berti et al. (2021) asked 
teachers about the impact of the pandemic on themselves and on children, including chil-
dren’s vulnerabilities and resources and the coping strategies that teachers implemented 
in this period. Nonetheless, this research was conducted only among teachers working in 
Early Childhood Education and Care centers, thereby excluding school dynamics experi-
enced by teachers working at other school levels. Giovannella et al. (2020) were the first 
to capture Italian teachers’ perspective on teaching strategies adopted during lockdown, 
recruiting primary and secondary school teachers. However, their study addressed neither 
teachers’ perceptions concerning distance teaching and learning nor their feelings. Despite 
these efforts, to date, there is a lack of studies of the actual challenges, experiences, and 
emotional responses that Italian teachers working at different educational levels faced dur-
ing distance education. Examining how teachers implemented distance learning, identify-
ing the main difficulties that they faced and how they felt in performing a novel teaching 
modality are fundamental for gaining insight into the role that distance learning environ-
ment plays in teaching and learning outcomes as well as in overall well-being. Moreover, 
investigating teachers’ experiences is crucial for understanding how information and com-
munications technology could improve future distance education practices to provide a bet-
ter learning environment.

The present study

Considering the unprecedented situation of the COVID-19 lockdown and the scarce lit-
erature on the topic, the main aim of the current study was to investigate the impact of the 
adoption of distance learning during the first wave of the COVID-19 outbreak on primary 
and secondary school teachers in Italy. We consider this investigation fundamental, because 
it was the first time in history that learning activities were carried out exclusively through 
the implementation of distance learning modalities by all levels of education, including 
primary and secondary schools. Specifically, through a semi-structured questionnaire, we 
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aimed to provide understanding of teachers’ opinions regarding various aspects connected 
with the rapid shift from traditional to distance learning setting. To pursue this goal, we 
examined (1) didactic modalities implemented by teachers, (2) teachers’ opinions on stu-
dents’ difficulties with distance learning, (3) teachers’ opinions on their own difficulties 
dealing with distance learning and (4) teachers’ feelings during distance learning, taking 
into account differences in teaching stages (primary and secondary school) and teachers’ 
ages.

Overall, this study adds to the existing literature in various ways. First, we provided a 
more-global and detailed picture of the unprecedented context of the forced distance learn-
ing environment during the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy, exploring the didactic modali-
ties adopted by teachers, the major challenges associated with distance learning and teach-
ers’ feelings during the implementation of this novel teaching practice. Second, expanding 
upon previous works, we also evaluated the role of teaching stages and teachers’ age, in 
order to see whether those sociodemographic variables could be linked to the challenges 
experienced within the distance learning setting. Third, the findings of this study could 
provide some meaningful suggestions for effective distance learning environments in pri-
mary and secondary education.

Method

Research design

To gather data on teachers’ opinions, a descriptive qualitative study was performed. This 
approach was chosen because qualitative methods are well suited to studying individuals’ 
perceptions of a phenomenon that is still not well explored in literature (Elliott & Timulak, 
2005). Because we were interested also in comparing the answers for various teachers’ 
subgroups (i.e., school level and age), we subsequently processed the collected qualita-
tive data using a quantitative method, therefore applying a qualitative-quantitative research 
design (Green, 2001; Srnka & Koeszegi, 2007).

Procedure

The study was carried out between April and May 2020 (during school closure because 
of the total Italian lockdown). The data were collected through an online semi-structured 
questionnaire with open-ended questions administrated to teachers. The target population 
was constituted by teachers working in public primary and secondary schools1 in the north-
ern regions of Italy. In particular, for the sampling procedure, we employed a randomized 
recruitment of primary and secondary schools from a database of public schools in north-
ern Italy. An invitation letter to participate in the research was sent by email to the ran-
domly-selected schools to provide information about the study, its goals, and the link to the 
questionnaire. The schools which agreed to participate to the study subsequently were sent 
the invitation letter to the teachers. The questionnaire was anonymous and completed upon 

1 According to the Italian school system, primary education is delivered to children aged 6–10 years, while 
secondary education concerns middle- and high-school students (i.e., preadolescents and adolescents from 
11 to 19 years of age).
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agreement of informed consent. The study was performed following the ethical standards 
of the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki (L. 18.02.1989, n. 56), Italian law for data privacy 
(DLGS 196/2003), and European data-protection law (European General Data Protection 
Regulation—GDPR UE 2016/67).

Participants

In total, 290 teachers completed the questionnaire. Nonetheless, 20 were excluded from the 
analyses because of incomplete answers. Therefore, the final sample included 270 teach-
ers (239 females, corresponding to 88.5% of the sample) with a mean age of 49.5 years 
(SD = 9.74). All teachers were working in Italian primary (n = 135) and secondary schools 
(n = 135). Subjects taught by participants were humanities (59%), STEM (28%), and both 
humanities and STEM (13%). The sample size was determined using the principle of satu-
ration, which refers to ceasing data sampling when no new themes emerge from the data 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; for a review, see Saunders et  al., 2018), and turned out to be 
adequate for the study aims. Moreover, the sample appeared to be representative of the 
population’s mean age (49.5 years in our sample, compared with 48.6 in the target popula-
tion; OCSE 2019) and gender (88.5% females in our sample, compared with 80% in the 
target population; OCSE 2019).

Measures

The questionnaire was developed according to the study aims and included eight questions 
divided into two sections. The first section consisted of four items assessing age, gender, 
teaching stage (primary or secondary school) and subjects taught by teachers. In the second 
section, we asked four open-ended questions exploring didactic and psychological aspects 
associated with distance learning implementation. A qualitative option was chosen to 
allow teachers to better explain their teaching experiences. In particular, the first question 
assessed the didactic modalities employed (“What are the main didactic modalities that 
you have used during the distance learning period?”), the second question focused on stu-
dents’ main difficulties associated with distance learning (“What are the main difficulties of 
students during the distance learning period?”), the third one focused on teachers’ difficul-
ties during distance education (“What are the main difficulties you have encountered dur-
ing the distance learning period?”) and the fourth one involved teachers’ emotions (“What 
feelings have you experienced during the distance learning period?”).

Analytic strategy

Responses to open-ended questions were content analyzed employing an inductive 
approach. The aim of this procedure was to develop a coding system and identify rep-
resentative thematic categories for each open-ended question. Answers were analyzed 
choosing ‘thought units’ as units of analysis (Srnka & Koeszegi, 2007). Furthermore, we 
decided to assign multiple codes to each response to prevent information loss. The induc-
tive content analysis consisted of various steps. Firstly, two researchers with high exper-
tise in educational psychology familiarized themselves with the material by reading all the 
answers. Secondly, to define coding rules and categories, we selected a random subsam-
ple of responses that reflected the sample’s characteristics such as age, educational level 
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and school subject (Srnka & Koeszegi, 2007). The two researchers individually created 
the initial coding rules and categories derived from the subsample, and then verified the 
initial coding rules by classifying all teachers’ answers. In order to confirm the accuracy 
of the coding system and guarantee the consistency of the coding rules across coders, 
the discrepancies that emerged were discussed through research meetings. Finally, two 
raters—blind to the aims of the study—were enrolled to independently categorize teach-
ers’ answers using the coding system developed by the two researchers. The final coding 
system was used to describe and categorize teachers’ didactic modalities and their opin-
ions about students’ difficulties, teachers’ difficulties, and teachers’ feelings associated 
with distance learning (see Table 1). The two raters’ inter-coder reliability was established 
using Cohen’s Kappa (Sim & Wright, 2005; see Table 1) and discrepancies were resolved 
through research group meetings.

Results

Using R software, we employed frequency distributions to describe the categories’ fre-
quency and chi-square tests (significance p < .05) to examine differences between edu-
cational stages and teachers’ age. Specifically, we subdivided the sample in three tertiles 
based on age, thereby selecting two subsamples: one of younger (n = 90, M = 38.1 years, 
SD = 6.25) and one of older teachers (n = 90, M = 59.3 years, SD = 2.72) (Table 2). 

Didactic modalities

Considering the question on the didactic modalities, the content analysis classified the 
answers into four categories. Most teachers mainly employed both synchronous and asyn-
chronous didactic modalities (78.5%). Some teachers reported that they used only syn-
chronous (15.9%) or asynchronous (16.2%) modalities. Few teachers also reported sending 
homework to students (5.5%). Comparing the differences between primary and secondary 
school teaching modalities, we found that secondary school teachers reported more usage 
of synchronous modalities compared with primary school teachers, but this difference did 
not reach statistical significance (37% vs. 63%; χ2 (1) = 3.35, p = .067). We did not find any 
other difference between primary and secondary school teachers based on the other catego-
ries associated with this question.

Students’ difficulties

Upon content analyzing the answers to the second open-ended question, we obtained 
seven categories describing students’ difficulties according to the teachers. The reported 
difficulties concerned: problems in using technologies (53.7%), impoverishment of social 
relationships with teachers and peers (33.3%), difficulties regarding independence (17.4%), 
motivation (14.4%) and attention (11.8%), lack of support from family members (7%), 
and problems with routines adherence (7%). Comparing primary school to secondary 
school teachers revealed significantly more students’ relational difficulties (66% vs. 34%; 
χ2 (1) = 13.07, p <  .001) and lack of assistance by parents (84% vs. 16%; χ2 (1) = 9.57, 
p = .002). There were no significant differences between primary and secondary school 
teachers on the other reported difficulties.
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Teachers’ difficulties

Concerning the question regarding teachers’ difficulties, six categories were obtained. 
Teachers reported difficulties in organizing distance learning (50.4%), managing techni-
cal issues (35.9%), maintaining relations with students, parents and colleagues (30.7%), 
poor digital skills (14%), difficulties in maintaining well-being (8.5%) and a lack of 
guidelines on distance learning (5.5%). Problems in maintaining relations were reported 
significantly more by primary school compared with secondary school teachers (59% 
vs. 41%; χ2 (1) = 3.91, p = .048). Poor digital skills were reported more frequently by 
primary school compared with secondary school teachers, but this difference did not 
reach significance (63.2% vs. 37%; χ2 (1) = 3.06, p = .080). Furthermore, we found that 
older teachers compared with younger reported significantly more difficulties associated 
to the management of technical issues (38% vs. 25%; χ2 (1) = 4.12, p = .042) and poorer 
digital skills (18% vs. 8%; χ2 (1) = 4.49, p = .033).

Table 2  Coding categories, code occurrence (n), code frequency (%), chi-square (χ2) and statistical signifi-
cance

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Categories n % School stages Age

Synchronous and asynchronous modalities 212 78.5 1.40 –
Asynchronous modality 44 16.2 0.10 –
Synchronous modality 43 15.9 3.35 –
Sending homework to students 15 5.5 0.63 –
Problems in using technologies 145 53.7 2.52 –
Impoverishment of social relations with teachers 

and peers
90 33.3 13.07*** –

Lack of independence 47 17.4 3.12 –
Lack of motivation 39 14.4 0.26 –
Lack of attention 32 11.8 0.25 –
Lack of support from family members 19 7 9.57** –
Problems with routine adherence 19 7 0.51 –
Problems in organizing distance learning 136 50.4 0.06 0.08
Problems in managing technical issues 97 35.9 1.94 4.12*
Relational difficulties 83 30.7 3.91* 3.16
Poor digital skills 38 14 3.06 4.49*
Problems in maintaining well-being 23 8.5 1.18 0.31
Lack of guidelines for distance learning 15 5.5 0.07 0.10
Anxiety 99 36.6 0.78 1.16
Stress 79 29.2 1.45 0
Helplessness 52 19.2 3.43 3.62
Confusion 51 18.8 0.22 0.03
Resilience 34 12.6 4.84* 6.03*
Inadequacy 27 10 0.04 0.52
Nostalgia 18 6.7 0.00 0.07
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Teachers’ feelings

Content analyzing teachers’ answers concerning their feelings during the distance learn-
ing period led to seven categories. Most of the sample reported negative feelings: anxiety 
(36.6%), stress (29.2%), helplessness (19.2%), confusion (18.8%), inadequacy (10%) and 
nostalgia (6.7%). However, some teachers reported a sense of resilience and opportunity 
associated with distance learning (12.6%). Despite not having reached the significance 
threshold, primary school teachers reported more helplessness compared with second-
ary school teachers (61% vs. 38%; χ2 (1) = 3.43, p = .06). Furthermore, secondary school 
teachers expressed significantly more resilience and opportunity feelings compared with 
primary school teachers (68% vs. 32%; χ2 (1) = 4.84, p = .028). There were no other sta-
tistically significant differences between primary and secondary school teachers in self-
reported feelings.

Interestingly, regarding the relationship between teachers’ age and feelings, older teach-
ers reported significantly more resilience and opportunity feelings associated with distance 
learning compared with younger teachers (74% vs. 26%; χ2 (1) = 6.03, p = .014). Younger 
teachers reported more helplessness compared with older teachers, but this difference did 
not reach the conventional level of statistical significance (65% vs. 35%; χ2 (1) = 3.43, 
p = .056). There were no other statistically-significant differences among younger and older 
teachers in the other categories.

Discussion and implications for distance learning

The present study aimed to explore teachers’ opinions about distance learning environment 
during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy. Specifically, we investigated the 
main didactic modalities implemented by teachers, teachers’ opinions about students’ dif-
ficulties with distance learning, teachers’ opinions on their own difficulties associated with 
distance learning, and teachers’ feelings experienced during that period. Unlike previous 
studies, we aimed to explore those areas of interest while comparing different educational 
levels and also taking into consideration teachers’ age. This way, we sought to provide a 
more nuanced picture of the emergent learning environment created by information tech-
nology, identify the key issues associated with distance learning environment, and provide 
pragmatic indications about how to improve future distance educational practices.

Didactic modalities

The majority of teachers employed a hybrid format, presenting educational content both 
synchronously (e.g., live video-lectures) and asynchronously (e.g., exercises). The hybrid 
modality resembled the traditional classroom learning environment, consisting of interac-
tive activities and live topic explanations on one hand, and individual or group homework 
activities on the other hand. In this case, teachers were trying to adapt to a new learning 
environment, attempting to reproduce typical classroom dynamics by carrying out different 
teaching modalities (Giovannella et al., 2020). Some teachers, however, used only synchro-
nous or asynchronous learning. Furthermore, primary school teachers implemented less 
synchronous didactic modalities compared with secondary school teachers. This tendency 
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could be explained by the limited technological skills and attention resources observed in 
younger pupils (Klapproth et al., 2020), which could have influenced primary school teach-
ers’ decision to avoid synchronous modalities.

Students’ difficulties

Teachers identified problems in using technologies (e.g., lack of digital devices and ade-
quate technological equipment, low internet connectivity or limited internet access, insuf-
ficient students’ technological skills) as the main student issue during distance learning. 
No difference in technological difficulties between school levels was found, suggesting that 
neither primary nor secondary school students were well equipped or prepared for distance 
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our findings are in line with recent Italian (Gio-
vannella et al., 2020) and international studies (Adnan & Anwar, 2020; Almanthari et al., 
2020; Brom et al., 2020; Fauzi & Khusuma, 2020; Lassoued et al., 2020; MacDomhnaill 
et al., 2021; Verma & Priyamvada, 2020), which showed that technology issues and poor 
digital competences were among the students’ greatest problems affecting distance learn-
ing, from primary school to university. It is noteworthy that a lack of technological devices 
and knowledge necessary for distance learning negatively impacts students’ engagement 
into educational activities and hinders their learning process (Khlaif et al., 2021). Thus, to 
facilitate appropriate distance education on a large scale, the government should intervene 
by providing learners from more-disadvantaged backgrounds with digital devices and sta-
ble internet connections. Moreover, schools should invest more in computer science train-
ing to enable students’ digital skills and to cater to the twenty-first century trend of technol-
ogy utilization in education.

Furthermore, one-third of teachers pointed out that students faced an impoverishment 
of social interaction with peers and teachers, which is in line with a vast number of recent 
studies (Adnan & Anwar, 2020; Arora & Srinivasan, 2020; Bond, 2020; Cerniglia et al., 
2020; Putri et al., 2020; Scarpellini et al., 2021). During distance learning, students could 
neither share their learning experiences nor spend time with their school friends or teachers 
like they could before the pandemic. Moreover, most face-to-face didactic interactions—
such as eye contact, physical touch, sharing attention, providing praise—were not possible 
(Verma & Priyamvada, 2020). Most notably, we found that primary school pupils faced 
more relational difficulties than secondary school students, as observed by teachers. A pos-
sible explanation is that primary school teachers implemented less synchronous lessons, 
which decreased the amount of student–teacher and student–student contact. Furthermore, 
it could be argued that adolescents, during the first phases of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
were able to maintain a meaningful interaction with schoolmates and teachers through dif-
ferent social media applications, instant messages, and emails (Ferraro et al., 2020; Green-
how & Chapman, 2020), whereas primary school children were unable to do so because of 
their poor digital skills and reasonable lack of independence (Klapproth et al., 2020). The 
lack of social interactions in a learning context might have detrimental effects on students’ 
learning outcomes, motivation, engagement, interest, and well-being (Sargeant et al., 2006; 
UNESCO, 2020b). Because social contact is essential for successful learning and because 
the present study revealed that a major challenge to be overcome in distance education 
is indeed a lack of interactions, future work should focus on investigating how to sustain 
effective relations during distance learning, especially for primary education. Novel user-
friendly technologies, platforms, software, and teaching strategies which allow younger 
learners to interact with teachers and schoolmates during distance education should be 
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developed and tested. Literature on higher education suggests that increasing dialogue in 
distance learning settings is helpful for ensuring more-meaningful contact between teach-
ers and students (Bouhnik & Marcus, 2006). Thus, cooperative and collaborative distance 
learning activities which involve active discussions and sharing ideas could be designed for 
primary school children.

Additionally, teachers reported students’ problems with motivation, attention, inde-
pendence in learning, support from family and adjustment to the new routine. Similar 
findings were observed also in previous literature on distance learning (Adnan & Anwar, 
2020; Almazova et al., 2020; Lauret & Bayram-Jacobs, 2021; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005; 
Turner et al., 2020; Twenge & Campbell, 2018) that highlighted how all the above-men-
tioned factors are essential for supporting students’ learning. Regarding motivation (and 
consequently also attention), some investigations suggest that it can be undermined by the 
adopted tools and online activities but also by students’ inability to recognize the value and 
importance of the activity itself (e.g., Hartnett et al., 2011). Therefore, teachers need to be 
aware of the significant role that they play in influencing students’ attitudes, motivation and 
attention when designing distance learning activities. Discussing and guiding students to 
comprehend how online activities could help in reaching the learning goals could be help-
ful. Notably, younger children experienced more difficulties with poor parents’ support, 
which could be explained by younger children’s higher need for assistance, which could 
not always be warranted by parents working from home (Anderson & Hira, 2020; Flack 
et al., 2020). Taken together, these findings suggest that students faced several challenges 
in managing distance learning and some of those difficulties (i.e., relational difficulties, 
lack of support by family) mainly concerned primary school children.

Teachers’ difficulties

The main difficulty faced by teachers during the implementation of distance learning con-
cerned the organizational aspect (e.g., issues in planning and implementing distance learn-
ing, lack of adequate teaching material, problems in assessing students’ knowledge). This 
result is in line with the findings by Fauzi and Khusuma (2020), who demonstrated that 
more than 40% of primary school teachers had difficulties in planning and executing les-
sons for distance learning. It is crucial to educate teachers through specific training on how 
to effectively implement distance learning; teachers should know how to plan and deliver 
different educational content using synchronous and asynchronous modalities, evaluate the 
success of a distance learning activity, boost students’ motivation, maintain high attention 
in a virtual classroom, and assess students’ knowledge (Alea et al., 2020).

In addition, 36% of our sample experienced technical difficulties (e.g., lack of digital 
devices, lack of proper equipment, absence of internet connectivity) and 14% of teachers 
reported that their poor digital skills were an obstacle for implementing successful dis-
tance education. This result aligns well with previous findings (Alea et al., 2020; Fauzi & 
Khusuma, 2020; Giovannella et al., 2020). Not surprisingly, older teachers reported signifi-
cantly more technical difficulties and poorer digital skills than younger teachers. Indeed, 
younger teachers typically have higher technical literacy than older teachers with more 
familiarity with the technology. Our findings are in line with those from Almazova et al. 
(2020), who found that university teachers older than 55 years highlighted the need for 
more support and instruction from IT teams. However, in contrast with previous litera-
ture (e.g., Eickelmann & Drossel, 2020), we did not find any significant difference between 
primary and secondary school teachers in terms of digital literacy, suggesting that, in the 
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Italian context, teachers working at different school levels felt equally (un)prepared for dis-
tance learning.

Moreover, one-third of teachers reported having struggled with establishing commu-
nication with students and keeping positive relationships with them, as well as with col-
leagues or pupils’ parents. These results are consistent with several studies which high-
lighted the teachers’ challenge with conducting a learning experience without physical 
contact, face-to-face interaction, and feedback from students (Alea et  al., 2020; Giovan-
nella et al., 2020; Lauret & Bayram-Jacobs, 2021). Indeed, relationships with pupils have 
an essential role in teaching, as well as in determining job satisfaction and providing mean-
ing to the profession (Spilt et al., 2011; Veldman et al., 2013). Furthermore, relationships 
with colleagues and pupils’ parents are also important elements of teaching experience and 
teacher identity (Hargreaves, 2001; Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Kim & Asbury, 2020). Thus, a 
lack of interaction can negatively impact teachers’ professional satisfaction. Schools could 
consider implementing online social programs for teachers outside the formal teaching 
timetable to enable moments of connection and support to occur. It is important to notice 
that, similarly to students, primary school teachers had greater problems in online com-
munication and interaction compared to secondary school teachers. This finding indicates 
again that the implementation of distance learning in primary schools is more challenging 
than in higher education.

Teachers’ feelings

Lastly, our study investigated teachers’ emotions during the distance learning period. 
Exploring teachers’ feelings is fundamental because their well-being also affects teaching 
quality and students’ well-being (Arens & Morin, 2016; Harding et al., 2019; McInerney 
et  al., 2018). That is, when teachers feel good, they engage more with students who, in 
turn, are more motivated in the learning process (Moè et al., 2010). The vast majority of 
the sample reported experiencing negative feelings, such as anxiety, stress and helpless-
ness, which is in line with several studies emphasizing that distance learning during the 
COVID-19 pandemic was perceived as stressful by teachers (Alea et  al., 2020; Besser 
et al., 2020; Eickelmann & Drossel, 2020; Kim & Absury, 2020; Klapproth et al., 2020; 
Ozamiz-Etxebarria et  al., 2021; Verma & Priyamvada, 2020). Teachers’ negative feel-
ings during school closure are assumed to be linked to the abruptness of distance learning 
measures, a lack of familiarity with those modalities, and uncertainty about the duration of 
the situation (UNESCO, 2020b).

In accordance with stress and coping theories (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Parker & 
Endler, 1996), which recognize that individuals can interpret the same stressors in differ-
ent ways, we found that 13% of the sample reported a sense of resilience and opportunity 
associated with distance learning. Some teachers found this situation to be an experience of 
growth because new digital skills and teaching modalities could be tried out and acquired. 
In particular, older teachers reported more resilience compared with younger teachers, 
whereas younger teachers felt more helpless compared with older ones. These results were 
unexpected: older teachers in our sample reported more difficulties in managing techno-
logical issues and poorer digital skills, and previous studies revealed that, whenever teach-
ers do not feel competent enough using technology, they experience higher levels of stress 
and negative emotions (Al-Fudail & Mellar, 2008; Peterson et  al., 2020). However, our 
results could be explained by taking into consideration teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs about 
their own ability to succeed in specific situations (Bandura, 1977). Novice and younger 
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teachers generally hold lower self-efficacy beliefs than older teachers because of their 
fewer mastery experiences (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2007). One’s sense of self-efficacy 
influences the effort invested in teaching, the goals that teachers set, their coping strate-
gies adopted, and their resilience when facing several challenges (Tschannen-Moran et al., 
1998; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). Therefore, lower self-efficacy among younger 
teachers could have negatively influenced their adaptation to online teaching, which con-
sequently increased their feelings of helplessness. On the other hand, older teachers, who 
have generally stronger self-efficacy beliefs (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2007), might have 
adapted better to online teaching, which promoted positive feelings. Thus, belonging to a 
generation of ‘digital natives’ (Prensky & Berry, 2001) and having more-developed digital 
skills might not guarantee a successful adaptation to distance learning and feelings of well-
being. Affective-motivational factors, such as teachers’ self-efficacy, should be considered 
when studying well-being during distance learning. More research on the role of affective-
motivational factors and computer literacy in successful distance learning is needed too.

Limitations of the study

The findings of this study should be read in the light of some limitations. First, we gathered 
data only on teachers’ experiences. Future research might compare teachers’ responses 
with those of the students and their parents. Second, our sample was not representative of 
the general population of Italian teachers, because participants were primary and second-
ary school teachers from northern Italy only. Third, the analytical strategies employed were 
mainly qualitative. Finally, we used a cross-sectional design, which prevented assessing 
longitudinal links between the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the learning process 
or teachers’ well-being.

Conclusion

The current study aimed to unveil primary and secondary school teachers’ perspective on 
distance learning during the early COVID-19 pandemic period. Giving voice to teachers’ 
beliefs allowed us to advance understanding of distance learning environment and provide 
novel insight into improvements needed for future distance educational practices. In sum-
mary, the present findings disclosed a picture of the Italian context in which technologi-
cal weaknesses and lack of interactions were the main threats to distance learning quality 
throughout K–12 education. While technological gaps could be resolved through effective 
training and equipment, future studies should deal with how information and communi-
cations technology could sustain a meaningful interaction between students and teachers, 
especially for primary education. Indeed, our findings suggest that, in this novel educa-
tional environment, teachers’ roles have changed significantly, placing strong emphasis on 
the ability to encourage communication, discussion, and motivation among students. In 
conclusion, the present study underlines that social interactions are a very important part of 
the educational experience and must be prioritized also—and especially—in the distance 
learning setting.
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