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Locked Out: Impact of Covid-19 on School Relationships and Staff Wellbeing in Irish 
Primary Schools

The Covid-19 pandemic has impacted all our lives over the last 18 months or so. School closures 
were one strategy used by the Irish Government to contain the spread of the virus. While 
the primary function of this move was to protect the health of both the school and general 
population, its impact on all aspects of school lives has become a focus for researchers. The 
research project outlined in this presentation arose directly from an interest in the impact 
of school closures on staff wellbeing, an area of research which is under-developed in the 
literature on school closures. 

The overall aim of the study was to provide an opportunity for both principals and teachers 
to reflect on how Covid-19 impacted on their wellbeing and, by inference, the impact of the 
increased emotional labour of teaching during a pandemic (O’Toole and Friesen 2016). The 
small scale study outlined in this presentation had a mixed methods approach. Principals (10) 
and teachers (12) were interviewed in two phases (Phase 1: June - July 2020; Phase 2: Dec/
January 2020/21). Participants were employed in a range of school types which were in a 
variety of locations (e.g. urban/rural). In addition to the interviews, participants completed 
two questionnaires: the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross and John, 2003) and the 
Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (Milfont et al. 2008) which was adapted for use with teachers 
and principals. Interview data were analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA), while statistical analysis across quantitative and qualitative data allowed for comparison 
across data sets.

The findings to be presented relate to the impact of school closures on the relationships 
between teachers and principals; pupils and their teachers; parents and teachers/principals; 
and teacher/teacher relationships. While there were challenges to the maintenance of 
relationships during lockdown, there were also opportunities to interact in a different way. The 
picture that emerges is mixed across all relationship types. 

In terms of wellbeing, both principals and teachers reported positive and negative effects of 
school closure and lockdown. In Phase 2 of the research, while all participants indicated they 
were happy to be back in school, for some principals, burnout became an issue. As the country 
moves to a staged return to the “new normal”, this research suggests that for some schools, the 
impact of the pandemic on relationships and wellbeing will be felt for some time to come.
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Unmuting Pupil Voice in Response to Wellbeing

In recent years in the Irish education, wellbeing has become a much debated and indeed much 
contested topic. Wellbeing can be considered a ‘wicked’ problem, which, according to Bache 
et al. (2016), is a problem that lacks definition and a definitive objective answer. This paper 
considers a brief exploration and definition of wellbeing to ensure a shared understanding and 
outlines challenges faced by schools. These include; its current place in the primary school 
curriculum, rising rates of anxiety of young people, and the many subsets which relate to 
wellbeing such as emotional, social and psychological wellbeing (Nohilly and Tynan 2019; Svane 
et al., 2019).

The recently published Draft Primary School Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2020) proposes 
wellbeing as one of five key areas of learning in the next iteration of the curriculum. In addition, 
the ‘Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice’ requires all schools to undertaking 
a review of wellbeing through the school self-evaluation process (Department of Education and 
Skills, 2018). In the aftermath of the Coronavirus pandemic, a focus on wellbeing has become 
particularly important. The ‘Covid 19 Practice in Primary Schools in Ireland Report’ highlights 
concerns raised by teaching staff in relation to pupil wellbeing resulting from the pandemic 
(Burke and Dempsey, 2020).

While the concept of wellbeing extends to the whole school community, the wellbeing of 
pupils takes centre-stage. In the discourse around wellbeing, the voice and views of pupils 
on wellbeing developments in the school context, which relate specifically to them, has 
the potential to be influential. Findings of a wellbeing study undertaken with a number of 
primary schools in Ireland are presented. As part of the study, the pupils’ voice was sought to 
ascertain their understanding of wellbeing; the facilitators and barriers to their wellbeing in 
school and their suggestions for enhancing wellbeing in their school context. Focus groups 
and whole- class discussion were undertaken with primary-school pupils. The Lundy Model 
of child participation (2007) was used as it provides a way of conceptualising a child’s right to 
participation, as laid down in Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

The findings highlight that the inclusion of pupil voice in the cultivation of wellbeing policy 
development in schools is convincing as it considers the opinions of the main benefactors of the 
policy in the school community. Unmuting pupil voice in relation to wellbeing post pandemic 
may influence school practice in a very meaningful way.
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