OVERVIEW
In January 2021, the National Center for Learning Disabilities (NCLD) commissioned the CERES
Institute for Children & Youth at Boston University Wheelock College of Education & Human
Development to examine general educators’ experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a
specific focus on their experiences teaching students with learning and attention issues.
The CERES Institute designed two surveys that were administered to a national sample of educators
in March and May, 2021. The surveys were informed by previous research commissioned by NCLD,
multiple discussions with NCLD and Understood staff, and three focus groups the CERES Institute
facilitated with seven educators. The seven educators were representatives from the 2020-2021
cohort of Understood Teacher Fellows (Fellows). During the focus groups, conducted between
January and May, the educators offered suggestions for the survey design and deeper insights to the
themes that emerged from the two surveys. The surveys were designed to answer the following
questions:

1. What are the experiences of general educators teaching during the COVID-19
pandemic?
2. How are students with learning and attention issues faring in the face of the
disruptions in learning that have occurred in the 2020-21 school year as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic?
3. What are the specific supports teachers believe students need to be successful when
returning to school in 2021-22?
4. Is there variation in teachers' responses related to key instructional and
sociodemographic factors (e.g., instructional modality, grade level, the economic makeup
of the school, or teacher preparation and experience)?
The surveys were completed by a national sample of 1,251 general education teachers in March and a
new sample of 1,160 general education teachers in May. The findings are meant to inform NCLD’s
creation of toolkits and resources for policymakers, advocates, school administrators, and teachers as
they strive to support general educators in their teaching of students with learning and attention
issues.

PREVIEW OF FINDINGS
Teachers’ survey responses describe both the struggles and successes of the 2020-2021 school year
and shed light on important gaps in instruction and challenges for historically marginalized student
populations, including students with learning and attention issues. In all, the results of the survey
highlight teachers’ dedication to their profession, their resilience in adapting during a year of
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unparalleled challenges, and the need for additional resources and strategies to support their efforts
to best serve all students, especially students with learning and attention issues.
From the analysis of the two surveys, informed by three focus groups, three key themes emerged:
● Teachers love teaching, are confident in their abilities, are hopeful about the next school year,
but are feeling increasingly burned out.
● Teachers report students with learning and attention issues as less engaged and that
supporting them is most challenging in a remote setting.
● Looking to the next school year, teachers need more strategies, supports, and resources to
catch students up to grade level, keep students engaged and motivated, and support their
social and emotional wellbeing. Teachers are most interested in implementing positive
behavior strategies, flexible grouping, and collaboration.

UNDERSTANDING THE TEACHING EXPERIENCE IN 2020-2021
The overall survey results indicate the 2020-2021 school year brought unprecedented challenges for
teachers and their students due to: districts shifting between fully remote, hybrid, and fully in-person
instructional models in response to the COVID-19 global health pandemic throughout the school
year; the amplification of stressors and barriers to engagement for historically marginalized students,
including students with learning and attention issues and students in low-income schools; and the
misalignment between resources made available to teachers and the increasing tasks and
responsibilities they were asked to take on this year.

Teachers Love Teaching - But They’re Feeling Burned Out
Ample research suggests that teacher burnout, wellbeing, and stress impact teachers’ classroom
management behaviors, ability to build close relationships, and provision of clear and effective
instruction.1 In an effort to gain insight into teachers’ current social and emotional wellbeing, the
surveys asked teachers the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with a series of statements
regarding their feelings about teaching, the standards they are required to meet, and whether they
plan to return to the profession in the 2021-2022 school year. An overwhelming majority of teachers
(87%) reported that they loved teaching and, if given the opportunity, 77% reported they would still
become a teacher if they could do it all over again. In addition, in spite of all the challenges they have
faced this year, in both surveys, 81% of educators reported there is a greater than 80% chance they
will be returning to teaching in the Fall.
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However, while many teachers love their profession, the demands of the job during the COVID-19
pandemic are taking a toll. Seventy-two percent (72%) of teachers report they do not have enough
time to teach everything that they are expected to teach and 69% feel there are too many standards
they are expected to meet. Alarmingly, 58% of teachers report they are burned out from teaching.
Teachers who taught primarily low-income students and teachers who reported working primarily
with students with learning and attention issues were the most likely to report that they are burned
out and they do not have enough time to teach everything that is expected. In a recent survey, some
teachers report that the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated their high stress levels. In a different,
recent survey conducted by researchers at the RAND Corporation, stress was notably the most
common reason educators report leaving public school teaching early.2
In spite of the fact that a majority of teachers report struggling with burnout and excessive standards,
when students are making effective progress, teachers fare better. When teachers see that a majority
of their students with learning and attention issues are making progress towards academic goals and
grade level standards, they are 14% less likely to report feeling burned out. This suggests that
teachers' perceptions of their students' progress is related to their wellbeing, which may present an
indirect route to supporting teacher wellbeing.

What are the Stressors Leading to Teacher Burnout?
In Survey 2, when asked again, teachers continued to express at high rates their love for the
profession, and the emotional toll of teaching during the 2020-21 school year. To get a better sense
of the specific stressors with which teachers struggle, Survey 2 included questions to understand why
teachers felt burned out.
The majority of teachers' responses to this question were centered on their students: teachers
reporting it is difficult to meet all their students’ needs (64%) and it is difficult to watch their
students struggle (57%). Teachers who teach primarily low-income students and teachers who have
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taught for more than five years were significantly more likely to prioritize these student-related
stressors. The combination of these findings explain how teachers view student progress as a
reflection of their ability to effectively deliver instruction and other necessary support. Not seeing
their students demonstrate similar progress to previous years can undermine teachers’ confidence
which in turn promotes burnout. Resources for reframing student progress in light of the pandemic
may be useful in promoting teacher confidence in their ability to best meet their students’ needs.

When Teachers Attend Trainings They Consider “Useful,” Their Confidence in Supporting
Students with Learning and Attention Issues Increases
Teacher confidence has been linked to teachers' commitment to the profession, ability to effectively
transmit knowledge to their students, set higher standards for students, adapt and persist through
challenges, and assist their students in persisting through struggles.3 Previous research suggests that
effective professional development impacts teacher confidence and retention.4 Yet, in focus groups,
Fellows described how teachers continuously seek out a range of resources and support to better
engage and effectively instruct (i.e., improve confidence in their ability to instruct) historically
marginalized populations through communicating with other teachers, their own self-research, and
some formal training. Teachers were asked about the sources of information, resources, and
strategies from which teachers were drawing to work with students with learning and attention
issues, and other historically marginalized groups, (e.g., low-income students and English Learners).
In the first survey, approximately 40% of teachers reported having received formal training in
addressing the unique needs of these students. This is surprising given the prevalence of these
student populations in the schools where teachers work.5 Even more alarmingly, only about one-third
of teachers who did receive training found the training useful. However, it seems that when teachers
attend training sessions, some feel better about working with historically marginalized students. For
example, 41% of teachers who received training for working with students with learning and attention
issues and found it helpful were “extremely confident” in their ability to help students make progress
towards academic goals compared with only 33% of teachers who did not receive any training. In
addition, for each additional training teachers received for working with marginalized student
populations, the more likely they were to express greater confidence in helping these students make
progress towards their academic goals.
Among teachers who had no training for working with students with learning and attention issues,
only 20% felt “extremely” confident they could help students with learning and attention issues make
progress towards academic goals compared with 38% of teachers who had attended three or more
training sessions. These findings suggest that not enough teachers are engaging in training they feel
is helpful for improving engagement or instruction of students with learning and attention issues, or
those who are designated English Learners or low-income, but that training is related to confidence.
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In Survey 1, 21% percent of teachers reported that at least 50% of their school’s student body consisted of English Learners (EL) and
35% reported that at least half of their students came from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Only one quarter of teachers
surveyed reported that fewer than 10% of their students demonstrated learning and attention issues.
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In focus groups, Fellow suggested teachers' lower levels of confidence are related to burnout and
trainings that do not acknowledge the realities of teachers' work and personal lives. Reflecting on and
improving the content, delivery, and cadence of training to better fit into teachers’ time and capacity
may amplify the impact trainings can have on teacher confidence, burnout, and retention.

UNDERSTANDING THE EXPERIENCES OF STUDENTS WITH LEARNING
AND ATTENTION ISSUES IN 2020-2021
In addition to the teacher experience, Survey 1 also sought to gain educators’ perspectives on the
experiences of students with learning and attention issues during the 2020-2021 school year. The
survey asked teachers about their students’ attendance and engagement and academic progress. The
surveys also captured experiences based on method of instruction (i.e., remote, hybrid or in-person),
and if the teachers instructed students from historically marginalized backgrounds.

While Attendance Is Similar to a Typical School Year, Students with Learning
and Attention Issues Are Less Engaged
Around 22% of the teachers were instructing in a fully remote mode when Survey 1 asked how their
students were faring holistically - academically, socially, and emotionally - by posing a series of
questions specifically in regard to three marginalized student populations - those with learning and
attention issues, students from low-income backgrounds, and English Learners (EL). When asked
about marginalized student populations, teachers expressed concerns in relation to school
engagement, and the challenges of remote schooling for these students. Although teachers indicated
that, for many marginalized students, patterns of attendance were similar or better than prior years,
keeping these students engaged in schoolwork was a unique challenge for this year. Almost 50% of
teachers indicated that students with learning and attention issues demonstrated lower levels of
school engagement than in prior years and more than one-third of teachers reported similar patterns
among lower income and EL students. These findings suggest the need to develop resources that
offer unique strategies for engaging students with learning and attention issues.

Supporting Students with Learning and Attention Issues is Most Challenging in a Remote
Setting
In general, teachers have reported that approximately half of their students with learning and
attention issues were making progress towards academic goals and grade level standards and 53% of
teachers report that this is the same (or more) progress than they would expect to see among these
students in a more typical year. However, teachers overwhelmingly reported that students with
learning and attention issues, students who were ELs, or students who were low-income, and who
were receiving primarily remote instruction, were much less likely to be making progress towards
academic goals than their counterparts receiving in-person instruction. Among teachers teaching
fully in-person, 60% reported that their students with learning and attention issues were making
5

progress towards their academic goals compared with 50% of fully remote teachers and 46% of
hybrid teachers. In addition, only 20% of teachers engaged in remote teaching models were “very
confident” that they could support EL students and students with learning and attention issues. These
results confirm that teachers believe barriers to engagement for historically marginalized student
populations were exacerbated due to shifting between remote and in-person learning settings.
In focus groups, Fellows suggested consistent, clear resources for working with students with
learning and attention issues on foundational skills and on remote engagement of family members
may assist teachers in reducing barriers to engagement. These results are also consistent with what
occurred in practice over this last year. Many districts taking an equity approach prioritized bringing
students with disabilities back to in-person schooling on a full-time or near full-time schedule prior to
the general student population’s full return to school in recognition that it would allow these students
to have access to the resources and supports that are more difficult to replicate in a remote learning
setting.6 These findings suggest that resources that center equity and the assets within students,
families, and their communities, as opposed to centering expediency and deficits, can improve
engagement of historically marginalized students and their families.
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LOOKING AHEAD TO 2021-2022
As schools plan for the 2021-2022 school year, the mental health needs of children and youth and
the concern about “learning loss” and decreased engagement dominate the national conversation.
The results from Survey 1 suggest that these concerns weigh on teachers, as well, and are greater for
teachers who support historically marginalized populations. Survey 2 delved into what instructional
practices, strategies, and additional supports teachers believe they need to effectively serve all their
students next year, including students with learning and attention issues.

Increasing Teachers’ Confidence on Eight Key Instructional Practices
To inform the creation of resources and materials to support teachers as they prepare for the next
school year, teachers were asked about their familiarity and comfort with different instructional
methodologies identified in the Forward Together report as key strategies for engaging students with
learning and attention issues in general education classrooms. The eight instructional strategies
included were:7
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Universal Design for Learning,
Strategy Instruction,
Positive Behavior Strategies,
Flexible Grouping,
Collaboration,
Explicit Instruction,
Culturally and Linguistically Responsive Pedagogy, and
Evidence-Based Content Instruction.

Approximately one-third of teachers were “Extremely Confident” using Positive Behavior Strategies
and Collaboration. A smaller percentage of teachers (20-25%) were “Extremely Confident” using
Universal Design, Strategy Instruction, Flexible Grouping, and Culturally and Linguistically Responsive
Pedagogy. High school teachers were significantly less confident than elementary or middle school
teachers in their ability to implement Flexible Grouping and Collaboration strategies. Teachers who
taught primarily low-income students were significantly less likely to feel confident in their ability to
implement Universal Design, Strategy Instruction, and Flexible Grouping. These results suggest there
is opportunity to build teacher confidence on all the key instructional practices, but especially UDL,
Strategy Instruction, Flexible Grouping, and Culturally and Linguistically Responsive Pedagogy.
Acknowledging that teachers get their information from a variety of sources, but overwhelmingly
from other teachers, highlights the importance of allocating shared planning time and fostering
opportunities for teachers to observe and learn from one another.
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After learning about teachers’ levels of comfort implementing various instructional strategies, in
Survey 2 teachers were asked to rank the top three strategies they wanted to implement to support
students with learning and attention issues in the upcoming school year. Teachers were most
interested in implementing Positive Behavior Strategies (52%), Flexible Grouping (46%) and
Collaboration (44%). Although in Survey 1 high school teachers and teachers who taught primarily
low-income students were significantly less likely to feel confident in implementing some of these
instructional strategies, subgroup analyses confirmed that all teachers, regardless of instructional
modality, grade level, or student socioeconomic background, were equally likely to prioritize these
strategies.
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How to Support Teachers in the 2021-2022 School Year
The survey provided respondents with a list of 13 potential resources and supports that are often
considered as ways to better support teaching and learning, particularly for teachers working with
marginalized student populations. Several of the specific response options were drawn from feedback
received from Fellows during the focus groups. Teachers were asked to rank the three resources that
they identified as most necessary for them to feel most supported and successful in the coming
school year. The 13 resources and supports included were:
● Strategies to adapt the curriculum I’m using
● Academic lesson plans
● Social and emotional learning supports for students
● Social and emotional support for teachers
● Strategies to keep students engaged and motivated
● Strategies to catch students up to grade level
● Strategies to assess students’ academic learning
● Strategies to support the unique learning needs of students with learning and attention
issues
● Strategies for implementing IEPs
● A teacher’s aide/paraprofessional
● Access to high-speed internet from my home
● Up-to-date computer or tablet to use from my home and classroom
● Strategies to reduce time spent on administrative tasks
Using a scale ranging from 1 (“No need”) to 5 (“A very major need”) teachers rated the degree to
which they felt each resource was needed. Despite a majority of teachers selecting four of the
supports as a “very major” or “major need,” further analysis revealed that teachers’ responses varied
based on the method of instruction (hybrid, remote, in-person), the income level of their school, and
the grade level they taught (elementary, middle or high school).

Teachers Identify “Most Needed” Supports; Need is Highest Among Teachers in LowIncome Schools
A majority of teachers prioritized four of the 13 potential supports as a “Very major need” or “Major
need.” They are:
• social and emotional support for teachers (57%);
• strategies to keep students engaged and motivated (56%),
• strategies to catch students up to grade level (60%), and
• strategies to support the unique learning needs of students with learning and attention issues
(54%).
A notable percentage of teachers also indicated they need support for students’ social and emotional
learning (48%), strategies to assess academic learning (42%), a teacher's aide/paraprofessional
(39%), high-speed internet access from home (43%), and an up-to-date computer or tablet (41%).

9

However, a closer look at the data reveals that high school teachers (vs. middle school or elementary
teachers), teachers who taught fully in-person (vs. remote or hybrid teachers), and teachers who
taught primarily low-income (vs. middle, or upper income) students tend to identify different needs.
High school teachers sought support for academic lesson planning, strategies to keep students
engaged and motivated, and strategies for supporting the unique learning needs of students with
learning and attention issues. In general, teachers who taught fully in-person were significantly less
likely to report a major or very major need for those supports than teachers who taught hybrid or fully
remote classes. Alternately, teachers who taught primarily low-income students were significantly
more likely to report a very major need or major need for those supports than teachers who taught
middle- or upper- income students. In particular, teachers who taught primarily low-income students
were more likely to seek support with strategies to catch students up to grade level, strategies to
support the unique learning needs of students with learning and attention issues, and to request a
teacher’s aide/paraprofessional.
Thinking specifically about their hopes for the return to school in Fall 2021, about two-thirds of
teachers were “somewhat” or “very” confident in their school’s or district’s plans for supporting
students with learning and attention issues. Group differences emerged for this finding, with teachers
who taught primarily high- or middle-income students about 2.5 times more likely than teachers who
taught primarily low-income students to have confidence that their school/district will have a
feasible plan for supporting students with learning and attention issues. These findings point to the
urgent need to support students and teachers in low-income schools, especially given that
historically marginalized students tend to be over-represented in low- or under-resourced schools.8

Teachers Overwhelmingly Want Strategies to Catch Students Up, Keep Them Engaged, and
Support Students’ Social Emotional Wellbeing
Having learned from Survey 1 about the resources teachers identified as major needs for the 2021-22
school year, in Survey 2 teachers were asked to rank their top three resources in order of importance,
with one (1) being most important. Of the 13 resources about which teachers were asked, the top
three resources teachers requested were:
● strategies to catch students up to grade level (42%),
● strategies to keep students engaged and motivated (42%), and
● social and emotional learning support for students (40%).
These three resources eclipsed all other resources in terms of teachers’ priorities - the remaining nine
resources listed were prioritized by less than 28% of teachers.
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After teachers ranked their top three resources in order of priority, they were asked to use a scale
ranging from 1 (“Not at all confident”) to 5 (“Very confident”) to indicate how confident they felt in
their ability to utilize these resources. While 49% of teachers were “Very confident” in their ability to
implement social and emotional learning supports for students, only about a third of teachers were
“Very confident” they can implement strategies to keep students engaged and motivated and only
21% were “Very confident” they can implement strategies to catch students up to grade level. Over
65% of teachers surveyed also reported primarily using their own personal assessment tools or gut
instincts to determine their students’ progress and engagement. In all, these findings highlight the
urgent need for resources that will help teachers fully assess and address the immediate academic,
social, and emotional repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic as students return to a more
traditional school experience in the Fall.

Teachers Want to Retain Specific Strategies and Practices Used During the COVID-19
Pandemic
Over 70% of teachers would like to continue to use the following strategies they have used during
the COVID-19 pandemic when schools return to full in-person instruction:
• creating smaller cohorts of students to give more individualized attention
• working more collaboratively with other teachers
• using education apps and games to enhance student learning
• creating smaller classrooms.
In addition, over 50% of teachers reported wanting to continue using synchronous online learning
platforms and also to offer pre-recorded lessons and materials asynchronously. Importantly, in focus
groups, Fellows explained how increased access to technology for their students, the flexibility of
virtual learning platforms, and the ability to provide asynchronous work for students with barriers to
in-person engagement has provided the structures that enable them to implement strategies such as
flexible grouping, creating smaller cohorts for individualized attention, collaborating with other
teachers, and creating smaller classrooms. Leveraging these technologies upon the return to in11

person learning may be key to supporting teacher collaboration and building teachers’ confidence in
supporting students with learning and attention issues. All of these findings suggest that, despite the
challenges of the past year, teachers find value in individualizing instruction and are planning to
implement strategies that work well with technological platforms to achieve their instructional goals
moving forward.

Teachers Are Thinking Beyond the 2021-2022 School Year
In focus groups, Fellows discussed that secondary school teachers, especially those with students in
grades 10 through 12, strive to prepare students with learning and attention issues for life after high
school and are thinking beyond the 2021-2022 school year. Survey 2 asked 10th, 11th, and 12th grade
teachers how they are preparing students with learning and attention issues for life after high school.
The most common response (59%) was “informal conversations with students,” suggesting teachers
may benefit from resources that would give them suggestions for how to optimize the efficacy of
these informal moments with students.
Teachers may also benefit from resources on formal post-graduation transition planning.
Approximately one third of educators report they communicate with parents about post-graduation
transition planning and a quarter of teachers discuss transition planning during class time or meet
with students to specifically discuss transition planning. About half of teachers indicated that their
districts provide resources for students with learning and attention issues. More information is
needed to understand what these transition resources are (print materials, job fairs, college fairs,
etc.) and why only half of teachers reported that resources are available for their students (for
instance, whether the resources do not exist or if teachers are not aware of resources provided by the
district).
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CONCLUSION: IN SPITE OF THE DIFFICULTIES OF 2020-21, TEACHERS
ARE CONFIDENT AND HOPEFUL
Despite the many challenges of the pandemic, including the need for teachers to pivot time and
again, adapting their instructional methods, use of technology, and approaches to meet the needs of
all students, teachers remained confident in their skills as educators. In Survey 2, 86% of teachers
reported confidence in their own ability to teach all students successfully, and this finding was
consistent regardless of whether teachers taught primarily low-income students, what grade level
they taught, a teacher’s race/ethnicity, the number of years they had been teaching, and whether
teachers were using remote, hybrid, or in-person instruction methods.
Through the surveys and in focus group conversations, teachers articulated many areas for which
they desire additional support from their school and district leadership, including strategies to engage
students and their families and to meet their social, emotional and academic needs.
Teachers remained hopeful about their own future as educators, with 86% believing they can grow
as teaching professionals. The vast majority - 86% - believe all students can learn through effective
teaching and hard work and 82% reported a positive orientation toward inclusion. The findings from
the surveys and focus groups show educators are resilient and committed to all of their students,
despite the challenges of the past year.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Relationship Building/Mentoring
•

•

This guide from the CERES Institute helps practitioners use the web of support framework and
relationship mapping to understand, visualize, and work with the interconnected web of
relationships in a young person’s life.
This playbook from the Christensen Institute provides K–12 and postsecondary leadership
with instruction on implementing and adapting strategies, tools, and metrics to strengthen
students’ networks in support of their well-being and with the aim of expanding
postsecondary and career options.

Family Engagement
•
•

This tool from Learning Heroes helps parents shape their child's summer learning through
reviewing key skills, reconnecting with their passions, and reflecting on their progress.
This step-by-step tool from Understood helps parents figure out if the struggles they’re seeing
might be signs of a learning and thinking difference with information, resources, activities, and
a supportive community.

Trauma Informed Practice
•

This brief from the Center for Promise offers a framework for how trauma-informed practice
complements positive youth development and has been used in community settings. The brief
includes profiles of two specific communities engaged in collaborative, on-the-ground efforts
to make healthy schools that support all young people the norm.

Instructional Support
•

•

This toolkit from Understood and NCLD can assist classroom teachers meet the needs of all
students in a distance learning environment. The toolkit revisits research from their
report Forward Together: Helping Educators Unlock the Power of Students Who Learn
Differently. The three key teacher mindsets and eight key teaching practices from that report
are highly effective for all students, especially those who learn differently.
This toolkit from Understood aims to demystify the laws, definitions, and processes of the IEP,
give practical and actionable tools to clarify your role as a teacher, and ensure that all
students with IEPs thrive (whether during in-school learning or distance learning).
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APPENDIX
About Survey 1
In March 2021, CERES Institute for Children and Youth, through survey partner Lincoln Park
Strategies, surveyed 1,251 public general education school teachers in full inclusion classrooms across
the United States regarding the state of public education in the 2020-2021 school year. The survey
was designed to develop an understanding of:
● what school looked like for students,
● how teachers and students were faring under a variety of instruction methods (i.e., fully
remote instruction, hybrid instruction, etc.),
● confidence and training for instructing and supporting students with learning and attention
issues, English Learners, and students from low-income backgrounds,
● the supports students and teachers had in place (and what further supports they need) to
address the unique needs and circumstances presented in the 2020-2021 school year, and
the current social and emotional functioning of both teachers and students.
Survey 1 Demographics. The vast majority of teachers who completed Survey 1 reported their gender
as female (73.46%), their race as White (78.50%), and having more than 10 years of teaching
experience (more than half). Of the teachers who reported having this extensive teaching experience,
97.52% reported they had received a college or graduate degree. Most teachers surveyed taught in
Elementary (42.61%), Middle/Junior High (19.90%), or High school (26.62%) school settings; an
additional 10.88% reporting teaching in K-8 or K-12 schools. Between the Fall of 2020 and the Spring
of 2021, the teachers surveyed reported using a variety of instructional models: 22.15% were fully
remote, 26.06% were teaching fully in-person, and the remaining 51.79% of teachers were engaged
in hybrid instruction, which combined both remote and in-person learning.

The teachers who completed Survey 1 taught in diverse school settings. Twenty-one percent of
teachers reported that at least 50% of their school’s student body consisted of English Learners and
35% reported that at least half of their students came from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds. Only 24.56% of teachers surveyed reported that fewer than 10% of their students
demonstrated learning and attention issues.

About Survey 2
The 1,160 teachers we surveyed in May 2021 had similar demographics to the teachers who
completed Survey 1. One notable difference between the Survey 1 and Survey 2 samples was that in
May, fewer teachers (18% versus 22%) were teaching fully remotely and slightly more teachers (31%
versus 26%) were teaching fully in-person.
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Sample Demographics
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About Focus Groups with Understood Fellows
In 2018, the Understood Teacher Fellowship was launched to “catalyze teachers as leaders and learn
from their pivotal work in classrooms.”9 As part of this study, the CERES Institute facilitated three
focus groups with representatives from the Understood Teacher Fellows. These conversations took
place virtually and occurred on January 27th, April 21st and May 26th, 2021.
Focus Group 1. This meeting focused on compiling feedback from the Fellows on Survey 1. In
response to the initial survey design, Fellows felt the topic areas (teacher preparation, current
teaching context, teacher wellbeing and confidence, student engagement, student support, and
9
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professional development) were appropriate for understanding the experience of general educators
who also support students with learning and attention issues. Fellows offered more specific response
options for several topics that reflected their practical experiences. For example, based on Fellow
feedback that many schools have had to restructure how they leverage staff, questions were added to
the first survey before deployment that asked about additional support and co-teachers in
classrooms. The conversation with Fellows also led to additional questions about family engagement,
expanded teacher role responsibility, and whether the resources teachers use were provided to them
or self-directed.
Focus Group 2. In this focus group, Fellows reflected on the themes from Survey 1 (teachers love
teaching but they are burned out; teachers report not having enough helpful training; teachers in lowincome schools report needing more support; districts need to prepare for fully remote instruction;
teachers report needing assistance supporting historically marginalized populations) and commented
on the content for Survey 2. Fellows spent the first half of the focus group agreeing with the themes
we presented, feeling validated by seeing the data. Fellows reflected that educators may be reporting
training as unhelpful because they feel many educators are not in the “headspace” to benefit from
any form of training. They explained how teachers were in a sort of survival mode since the start of
the pandemic and have only been asked to do more with less capacity as time goes on. They felt
social and emotional support from administrators is critically important for teachers and students. As
a result of Fellow feedback, we added more specific questions to Survey 2 related to why teachers are
experiencing burnout, seven of the instructional strategies identified in Forward Together, how
teachers are measuring progress, and how teachers are supporting students with learning and
attention issues. Going forward, Fellows suggested quick guides on the following topics would be
helpful: reframing deficit language about students with learning and attention issues; family and
community engagement; collaborating with other teachers; fostering soft skills, and how to best use
current assessments or alternative indicators of engagement.
Focus Group 3. At this final focus group in May, Fellows reflected on the initial themes from Survey 2
(measuring and assessing students’ progress and needs, collaboration, social emotional learning, and
engaging and motivating students) and shared their hopefulness for the 2021-2022 school year.
Fellows described various ways they engage in personal assessment and that ultimately student
progress should be monitored frequently, teachers need to be open to shifting their assessment
techniques if they’re not working, and that any data collected needs to be available to all involved in a
students’ life (including parents or other teachers) and to students themselves. Fellows felt teachers
could use more training or resources on: integrating social emotional learning (SEL) concepts into
regular practices and pedagogy, modeling SEL practices, and leveraging peers for improving social
and emotional growth among students. Fellows recommended the following tips for engaging and
motivating students: keep teachers consistent across grade levels; focus on class activities that allow
students to collaborate (with each other or teachers); provide many short opportunities for nonverbal feedback; provide shorter class time blocks in general; and leverage adults who already have
good relationships with students and build out from them.
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