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S U M M A R Y

‘Resilience’ can be defined in a number of different ways and this means 
that it can sometimes be a confusing concept to understand1. Most 
definitions commonly refer to two things:

1. Overcoming adversity

2. Being able to adapt to challenging situations2,3

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic it may be useful to explore how 
resilience can be promoted for teachers at this time – supporting positive 
adaptation in the face of significant challenge.

Research exploring teacher resilience has looked at ways that resilience 
can be promoted and eroded over time4. This suggests that resilience 
is a process as opposed to an internal trait. Resilience can change over 
time depending on the context or situation – it is not a case of having or 
not having resilience. Therefore, factors known to promote resilience in 
teachers can be fostered and drawn upon in the current climate. 

This short paper is a quick reference guide and a ‘conversation starter’ 
designed to promote teacher resilience. The aim is not to be prescriptive 
as we know that teachers demonstrate resilience on a daily basis in 
their busy lives in the profession. We also know that resilience is often 
community-focused and therefore support is often best placed within 
pre-existing relationships. 

We hope this paper provides a framework, informed by psychology, to 
support what is likely to be happening in some capacity already within 
educational organisations in the UK. The suggestions that we make in 
this paper are based on evidence from research and practice.
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This framework explores support in fostering teacher resilience in relation 
to three areas as these areas have been found to be key to enhancing 
teacher resilience:

1. Belonging

2. Help-seeking

3. Learning 

Fostering a sense of belonging and connectedness
Resilience is known to centre on the fundamental principle of relationships5, with humans 
showing an inherent need to belong and connect to one another6,7,8,9. An important consideration 
for now is how we can foster a sense of belonging and connectedness at a time of isolation and 
remote working. 

Prior research exploring teacher resilience has identified four important levels of relationships:

• Teacher-Headteacher relationships10;

• Teacher-Teacher relationships;

• Teacher-Student relationships;

• Teacher-Personal relationships11.

The sections below include some ideas of how these relationships can be continued and developed 
in a time of isolation in order to foster teacher resilience.

P R O M O T I N G  H E A D T E A C H E R -T E A C H E R  R E L A T I O N S H I P S

• Check in with staff quickly, little and often through the use of texts, emails, and virtual staff 
meetings etc; 

• Leaders can explicitly encourage staff to check-in with each other; 

• Continue to give everyday praise and feedback to ensure teachers still feel valued and that their 
efforts are recognised;

• Communicate updates regularly with all staff. 

Why we’ve suggested these things 
Senior leaders will be exceptionally busy at this time. Nurturing relationships with staff does 
not necessarily need to be a time-consuming process; resilience is often conceptualised 
as ‘ordinary magic’12. Therefore, taking advantage of everyday opportunities to build in 
this relational support, and opportunities to connect, may help teachers feel valued and 
‘held in mind’.
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P R O M O T I N G  T E A C H E R -T E A C H E R  R E L A T I O N S H I P S

• Carefully plan the use of rota systems in school that will promote physical (but safe) contact 
with others;

• Use online technology to create a ‘virtual staffroom’ where teachers can chat and check-in 
with each other;

• Be clear about the difference between times when staff should attend the virtual staffroom 
e.g. whole staff briefings, and times where it is optional;

• Create ‘buddy networks’ so teachers have a small network of individuals they can contact 
when needed.

Why we’ve suggested these things 
With a lack of physical proximity, ways to stay connected to colleagues will be important to 
consider. Teachers frequently report that relationships with colleagues are key to their resilience.

P R O M O T I N G  T E A C H E R - S T U D E N T  R E L A T I O N S H I P S

• Email students to see how they are getting on;

• Provide an online learning platform where students can communicate with their class teachers;

• Record a short video with teachers talking about what they have been up to and sharing this on 
a safe, online platform – it’s ok for this to be a social catch-up;

• Check in with those students who are more vulnerable;

• Some children may not have access to remote technology, it may be possible to use school 
systems to text or call these children, with parental permission.

Why we’ve suggested these things 
Research has typically explored the benefits of teacher-student relationships from the child’s 
perspective. However, these relationships are also reflected on positively by teachers, who have 
identified them as a key motivating factor for staying in the profession12,13.

P R O M O T I N G  T E A C H E R - P E R S O N A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P S

• Take regular breaks;

• Follow a routine/structure to your day;

• Go out for a walk with those you live with;

• Do something enjoyable together;

• Check in with those who might live alone; 

• Prioritise time with family and virtual time with friends;

• Differentiate work and leisure time;

• Limit how much you check your work emails. 

Why we’ve suggested these things 
Wider personal relationships, and the ability to draw on support networks including friends 
and family, have also been found to be beneficial to Teacher Resilience. You should consider 
these suggestions alongside advice from Gov.UK and the World Health Organisation guidance 
about how to support your own wellbeing.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-public-on-mental-health-and-wellbeing/guidance-for-the-public-on-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-aspects-of-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/mental-health-considerations.pdf?sfvrsn=6d3578af_2
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Why we’ve suggested these things 
The act of seeking help from others has been found to contribute to teachers resilience11, 
however research has shown that teachers sometimes perceive help-seeking behaviour as 
evidence of failing or weakness17.

In the current context we recognise that it might be particularly difficult to justify help-seeking 
because of a number of different thoughts:

• ‘Everyone is really busy; they won’t have time’

• ‘I need to just get on with it’ 

Seeking help can also create feelings of vulnerability, however teachers have reported that 
both seeking help and being able to give help significantly contribute to their own sense of 
resilience11. 

It can be difficult to be vulnerable with someone that you don’t know and this is why we 
advocate for a community-based understanding of resilience, cultivated through pre-existing 
relationships, as opposed to an ‘expert model’ which may suggest that teachers need ‘expert’ 
help or support right now. 

Continuing to support development and learning
To continue to foster resilience through learning, staff teams might like to:

• Explicitly recognise reflective conversations as learning opportunities;

• Recognise learning as inherently challenging and an experience that can lead to feelings of self-
doubt or vulnerability;

• Engage in initiatives that promote team reflection e.g. a virtual staffroom;

• Trial a solution-focused approach with a specific focus on doing more of what is working well.

Promoting help-seeking
To foster teacher resilience through supporting help-seeking:

• All school staff should model help-seeking behaviours;

• Enable staff to contribute to decisions e.g. through online polls and the points below;

• Ask explicitly if staff may need additional support and what this might look like;

• Encourage staff to seek help from peers – teachers report particularly valuing using peers as 
sounding boards14,15;

• Senior leaders inviting feedback e.g. during staff check-ins or briefings;

• Share guidance and advice from relevant teaching unions – for example, the NEU has 
produced guidance on distance teaching.



A
D

V
IC

E

Teacher resilience during coronavirus school closures | 07.04.2020

5

R E F E R E N C E S

1 Luthar, S,S., Cicchetti, D., Becker, B. (2000). The construct of resilience. A critical evaluation and guidelines for future work, 
Child Development, Vol.71, No. 3, pp.543–562 

2 Fletcher, D. & Sarkar, M. (2013). Psychological resilience: A review and critique of definitions, concepts, and theory, European 
Psychologist, Vol. 18, No. 1, pp.12–23. 

3 Masten, A.S. & Reed, M.G.J. (2002). Resilience in development. In C.R. Snyder & S.J. Lopez (Eds.), Handbook of positive 
psychology, New York: Oxford University Press. 

4 Gu, Q. & Day, C. (2013). Challenges to teacher resilience: Conditions count, British Educational Research Journal, Vol. 39, No. 
1, pp.22-44.

5 Luthar, S.S. (2006). Resilience in development: A synthesis of research across five decades. In D. Cicchetti & D.J. Cohen (Eds.), 
Developmental psychopathology: Risk, disorder, and adaptation. Hoboken, NJ, US: John Wiley & Sons Inc. 

6 Maslow, A.H. (1970). Motivation and personality, New York: Harper & Row. 
7 Baumeister, R.F. & Leary, M.R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human 

motivation, Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 117, pp.497–529. 
8 Lavigne, G.L., Vallerand, R.J. & Crevier-Braud, L. (2011). The fundamental need to belong: On the distinction between growth 

and deficit-reduction orientations, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 37, No. 9, pp.1185–1201. 
9 Roffey, S. (2008). Emotional literacy and the ecology of school wellbeing, Educational and Child Psychology, Vol.25, 

No.2, pp.29–39. 
10 Gu, Q (2014). The role of relational resilience in teachers’ career-long commitment and effectiveness. Teachers and Teaching, 

Vol.20, No 5, pp 502–529. 
11 Duffield, S.J. (2019). I truly believe this is the best job in the world, but I also think it’s an impossible job: An 

interpretative phenomenological analysis exploring teacher resilience in primary schools [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. 
University of Bristol

12 Masten, A. (2014). Ordinary Magic: Resilience in Development, New York: The Guildford Press. 
13 Split, J., Helma, M,Y. & Koomen, J,T. (2011). Teacher wellbeing: The importance of teacher-student relationships, Educational 

Psychology Review, Vol.23, pp.457–477. 
14 Hargreaves, A. (2000). Mixed emotions: Teachers perceptions of their interactions with students, Teaching and Teacher 

Education, Vol.16, pp.811–826. 
15 Ovenden-Hope, T., Blandford, S., Cain, T. & Maxwell, B (2018). Retain early career teacher retention programme: Evaluating the 

role of research informed continuing professional development for a high quality, sustainable 21st century teaching profession, 
Journal of Education for Teaching, Vol.44, No.5, pp.590–607. 

16 Hsu, S. (2005). Help-seeking behaviour of student teachers, Educational Research, Vol.47, No.3, pp.307–318. 
17 Vogel, D. & Wade, N. (2009). Stigma and help-seeking, The Psychologist, Vol.22, No.1, pp.20–23. 
18 Day, C. & Gu, Q. (2010). The new lives of teachers, London: Routledge Falmer.

Why we’ve suggested these things 
Teachers value the opportunity to learn and develop their sense of self-efficacy (the beliefs we 
have of our own abilities) and this in turn cultivates resilience18. In some cases, teachers have 
explicitly discussed how learning is related to self-awareness and self-doubt. 

It is likely that at this time, many teachers may be experiencing feelings of self-doubt, 
particularly as they try to develop ways of being a teacher in uncharted waters.

At the current time more formal opportunities for learning and development e.g. courses or 
INSET occasions might not be possible, but this doesn’t mean that the desire for learning 
cannot be fulfilled.

We know that senior leaders, teachers and support staff are engaging in learning in their 
schools and communities. Staff teams will be learning from successes and failures every day, 
adjusting plans, trying new things out and reflecting on this. Such an approach is likely to 
enhance resilience.
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