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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced many schools to pause in-person learning. Prior research indicates that these 

closures affected overall mental health and student academic performance. Mental health concerns, 

particularly anxiety and depression, were exacerbated for many school-aged children during these closures. 

Research has linked disorders, such as anxiety and depression, with changes in behaviors. Academic gaps 

have also been linked with negatively displayed behaviors in school settings. COVID school closures resulted 

in a 25% increased global prevalence of anxiety and depression diagnoses and an estimated 1-year academic 

loss in student learning. Although both variables have been shown to contribute to changes in behavior on 

their own, very little research has been conducted to explore the impact of COVID-19 closures on teachers’ 

experiences—specifically regarding students’ behaviors. To explore this, a questionnaire with open-ended 

responses was developed and dispersed to pre-K through 12th-grade classroom teachers. Results of 56 survey 

responses indicated that teachers perceived significant changes in student behaviors after in-person learning 

resumed and that teachers should provide more behavioral and academic support for students through 

increased utilization of Tier 2 behavioral interventions. 
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Introduction 

The world didn’t stop spinning, but in early 2020, it felt like everything else did. A novel illness emerged in 

late 2019, first appearing in several countries before rapidly spreading across continents (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention [CDC], 2023). This disease, later identified as COVID-19, devastated communities 

across the globe due to its high rate of transmission. By March 2020, the United States had confirmed 

hundreds of cases (CDC, 2023). Due to the global prevalence, transference rate, and the high death count 

associated with the disease, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2022) declared COVID-19 a pandemic in 

mid-March of 2020. Under the guidance of the CDC (2023), the United States began implementing 

restrictions on travel by plane and boat. Some states began implementing further restrictions, such as closures 

of nonessential work locations (CDC, 2023). By mid-March, the largest school system in the United States, the 

New York public school system, shut down, followed rapidly by others across the nation (CDC, 2023; 

Goodman & Schulkin, 2020). Schools that initiated closures primarily moved to asynchronous learning 

(Martin et al., 2022; Severino et al., 2021).  

Literature Review 

COVID-19 Shutdown Effects  

Research indicates that shutdowns, due to the pandemic, significantly impacted individuals around the 

world—particularly regarding their mental health. Prior studies showed a significant increase in the 

prevalence of depression symptoms, as well as increased reporting of individuals with severe psychological 

distress (Blanchflower & Bryson, 2022; Ettman et al., 2020; McGinty et al., 2020). Preliminary analysis 

resulted in a higher emergence of anxiety, panic, insomnia, and post-traumatic stress disorder due to 

shutdowns and closures (Pietrabissa & Simpson, 2020; Rogers et al., 2021). Regarding children’s mental 

health, studies have suggested that isolation from peers, caregivers, and extended disruptions to their normal 

routine can increase the risk of developing psychiatric and stress-related mental health disorders (Bussières et 

al., 2021; Liu et al., 2020).  

Depression and Anxiety  

Pandemic shutdowns naturally disrupted socialization, as isolation from peers occurred. Prior research 

revealed that when individuals undergo strict isolation from their peers, psychological distress is more likely 

to occur (Shankar, 2023; Valentine et al., 2019). More current reports suggested that the prevalence of anxiety 

and depression increased 25% globally during and after the pandemic closures (WHO, 2022). These increased 

reports of anxiety and depression among adults have been found to impact children’s mental well-being. A 

2023 study (McGuinn et al., 2023) looked at the correlation between increased parental depression and 

children’s reported anxiety, finding that when a parent’s depressive symptoms increased, children’s self-

reported anxiety increased as well. Additionally, a recent study found that school closures coincided with 

increased rates of diagnoses for depression and anxiety in children and adolescents (Ozluk et al., 2026). Data 

analysis revealed that reports of depression and anxiety in children more than tripled compared to the levels 

reported before the COVID shutdowns (Hawes et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022). Historically, depression and 

anxiety have been linked to negative behavioral changes in individuals, particularly concerning social skills 

https://doi.org/10.5590/JERAP.2026.16.2109
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(Beidel et al., 2014; Segrin, 2000; Tse & Bond, 2004). These findings suggest the COVID-19 shutdowns had a 

detrimental impact on children’s well-being. 

Loneliness  

Loneliness is characterized by the absence of meaningful relationships and a lack of quality interactions, 

including limited communication with peers (de Jong Gierveld, 1998; Shiovitz-Ezra & Ayalon, 2010). 

Research has found that loneliness can negatively impact a person’s physical and mental well-being (Haslam 

et al., 2018; Lampraki et al., 2022; Shiovitz-Ezra & Ayalon, 2010). Regarding children, studies note that 

depression is associated with social isolation and loneliness (Loades et al., 2020; Matthews et al., 2016; Veldin 

& Pertoci, 2025). Although many school-aged children were isolating with guardians during COVID 

shutdowns, studies suggest that being physically present with others does not necessarily protect against 

feelings of loneliness (Miller, 2020; Moorman, 2016). Feelings of loneliness place individuals at a higher risk 

for the development of behavioral and emotional problems, specifically a deficit in social skills (Arslan, 2021; 

Cacioppo et al., 2006; Jones et al., 1982; Schütz et al., 2025). It should be noted that not every individual who 

undergoes isolation feels a sense of loneliness (Matthews et al., 2016; Meehan et al., 2025; Shiovitz-Ezra & 

Rozen, 2024). 

Achievement Gap  

With mandated school closures across the United States, many schools continued learning through virtual or 

e-learning modalities (Goodman & Schulkin, 2020; Martin et al., 2022; Singer, 2025). Research suggests that 

this closure led to significant learning gaps in school-age students (Bailey et al., 2021; Dorn et al., 2020; 

Gajderowicz et al., 2025; González & Bonal, 2021; Mazrekaj & De Witte, 2024; Wisenöcker et al., 2025). 

Estimates reveal that even a 3-month break from traditional learning—outside of a normal summer school 

break—could lead to a 1-year gap in students’ education (Gajderowicz et al., 2025; Moscoviz & Evans, 2022). 

Engzell et al. (2021) postulated that after COVID closures, students from lower-educated households were 

thought to have a learning gap of up to 60% higher than peers from moderate- to higher-educated households. 

Consequently, many schools are working to close the achievement gap due to the COVID shutdowns. Prior 

research shows a direct correlation between academic gaps and negative behavioral changes in students (Dias 

et al., 2022; Kremer et al., 2016; Kulakow et al., 2024; Pagani et al., 2001).  

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The known differences in mental well-being and academic performance appear to produce behavioral changes 

in some students. However, there is little research concerning teachers’ own experiences regarding student 

behavior after COVID. To address this gap in the literature, the research team developed a study to address 

the following questions:  

1. Are there statistically significant differences between the ratings of the teachers concerning 

changes in student behavior, their ability to control changes in student behavior, and their 

perceptions of administrative support in pre- and post-COVID classrooms? 

2. What are teachers’ perceptions of changes in student behavior pre- and post-COVID school 

closures?  
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Methods  
This mixed-methods study used two datasets to evaluate the participants’ perceptions of changes in student 

behavior between pre- and post-COVID experiences. A 22-question, Likert-like survey was completed by 56 

participants. Following each rating question, participants were asked to elaborate on their rating through 

open-ended responses. Open-ended responses were analyzed separately and then cross-analyzed to inform a 

more comprehensive understanding. 

Instrument 

To create the survey questions, the researchers analyzed the traditional requirements and concerns of school 

personnel regarding managing student behaviors. The researchers identified three overarching areas as 

supported by prior research, including: (1) active student engagement, (2) rules and procedures, and (3) 

guidance and support for challenging behaviors (Alter & Haydon, 2017; Reinke et al., 2022; Snyder et al., 

2011). The research team developed and aimed the survey questions at exploring the experiences of school 

personnel working with children, in a school setting, before and after the COVID school closures. Each target 

area was explored in the survey, which also included personal and professional demographic questions. 

Next, an advisory committee, consisting of five current classroom teacher volunteers, piloted the survey. Two 

elementary, two secondary, and one self-contained special education teacher with a minimum of 5 years 

teaching experience completed the survey. After implementing feedback from the advisory committee, minor 

adjustments were made to some questions for increased clarity. A flyer seeking eligible participants was 

posted on social media outlets Facebook and Instagram. Snowball sampling was utilized, as individuals were 

encouraged to share the flyer with others. Participants could retract their consent at any time. Potential 

participants accessed a study landing page by clicking on a link in the flyer. On the landing page, potential 

participants were provided with a description of the study and participation requirements.  

Participants 

The following criteria was used to determine eligibility of participants. Each participant must have taught: (1) 

children ages 0–18 years; (2) in a school setting in the United States; (3) prior to and after the mandated 

school shutdown due to COVID; and (4) in a capacity that required the management of classroom behaviors. 

The advertisement for participants remained open for 2 weeks, and 85 potential participants indicated their 

willingness to participate. Once the inclusion criteria were applied, 73 participants were deemed eligible for 

participation and were provided the survey link. Of these 73 eligible participants, 17 did not complete the 

survey and their responses were removed prior to data analysis, leaving a sample size of 56 (n = 56). A 

detailed breakdown of the participants’ personal demographics can be found in Table 1.  

Table 1. Sample Group Personal Demographics 

Variables 

Number 

(n = 56) 

Percent  

(%) 

Gender    

 Female 50 89.3 

 Male 5 8.9 

 Prefer not to respond  1 1.8 

Race/Ethnicity    

 Hispanic or Latino  8 14.3 

 African American/Black American  1 1.8 
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American Indian or Alaskan 

Native  
1 1.8 

 Caucasian  46 82.1 

Age Range (Years)   

 25–34 20 35.7 

 35–44 20 35.7 

 45–54 7 12.5 

 55–64 7 12.5 

 65+  1 1.8 

 Prefer not to respond  1 1.8 

Experience (Years)   

 0–5  11 19.6 

 6–10 16 28.6 

 11–15 8 14.3 

 16–20 8 14.3 

 21–25 9 16.1 

 26–30 1 1.8 

 
31+  3 5.4 

The sample group was primarily female (n = 50) with slightly under half having 0–10 years’ experience 

working in a school setting (n = 25). Some participants indicated they worked in a self-contained special 

education classroom (n = 3), bilingual classroom (n = 3), English language learner classroom (n = 10), or a 

specialized behavioral needs classroom (n =5). The remaining participants indicated working with general 

and special education students in an inclusion setting. Participants were then asked professional demographic 

questions, which were broken down into pre- or post-COVID responses. A detailed breakdown of the 

participants’ professional demographics can be found in Table 2.  

Table 2. Participants Professional Demographics  

  Pre-COVID  Post-COVID 

Variable   

Number  

(n = 56) 

Percent 

(%)  

Number  

(n = 56) 

Percent 

(%) 

Employment state        

 Arkansas  10 17.8  10 17.8 

 Indiana  1 1.8  1 1.8 

 Michigan 1 1.8  2 3.6 

 Texas 44 78.6  43 76.8 

Grade level        

 Elementary school  33 58.9  35 62.5 

 Pre-K 5 8.9  5 8.9 

 1st  3 5.4  4 7.1 



  
Hilbert et al., 2026 

 
Journal of Educational Research & Practice 6 

 2nd  2 3.6  3 5.4 

 3rd  5 8.9  3 5.4 

 4th  2 3.6  4 7.1 

 5th  3 5.4  3 5.4 

 Multiple grades  13 23.2  13 23.2 

 Middle school  11* 19.6  12*** 21.4 

 6th  4 7.1  3 5.4 

 7th  2 3.6  0 0 

 8th  1 1.8  0 0 

 Multiple grades 4 7.1  9 16.1 

 High school  14** 25  14**** 25 

 9th  2 3.6  2 3.6 

 10th  0 0  0 0 

 11th  1 1.8  0 0 

 12th  0 0  1 1.8 

 Multiple grades  11 19.6  9 16.1 

* One participant worked in a middle and high school setting.  

** One participant worked in an elementary and high school setting. 

*** Two participants worked in an elementary and middle school setting. 

**** Three participants worked in a middle and high school setting. 

Data Collection 

Professional demographic information was obtained from each of the 56 participants at the beginning of the 

survey. After completing the demographic questions, volunteer participants were directed to 22 statements 

and asked to rate their perceptions concerning each using a 5-point, Likert-like scale in which one represented 

strongly disagree, three signaled neutral, and five indicated strongly agree. The first 11 statements related to 

the participants’ experiences managing classroom behaviors pre-COVID, followed by 11 questions related to 

post-COVID classroom management incidents. Participants were provided with the opportunity to elaborate 

on their answer choices after responding to each survey question through an open comment section. While 

this feature encouraged respondents to articulate the rationale for their selections, participants were not 

required to complete any explanation sections of the survey.  

Data Analysis 

Responses from the 56 qualified participants were exported to SPSS®. Basic descriptive statistical analysis 

was conducted where median, mean, and standard deviation were calculated. A paired t-test analysis was 

performed for each set of survey questions with the goal of determining the significance of pre- and post-

COVID teacher perceptions. To determine the minimum detectable size for a paired-samples t test, a priori 

power analysis was conducted in Python (Version 3.13). Given the sample size of 56 participants, an alpha 

level of .05, and a desired power of .80, the minimum detectable effect size was Cohen’s dz = 0.38. According 
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to Cohen’s (1988) guidelines, this represents a small-to-medium effect, suggesting the study was sufficiently 

powered to detect meaningful within-subject differences. 

Open-ended responses were analyzed through axial coding alongside rating-scale survey statements using 

MAXQDA. Coding outputs were reviewed to ensure accurate classification based on recurring words and 

phrases across participants. Triangulated codes informed the identification of patterns and the development 

of overarching themes. 

Results 

This mixed-methods study utilized paired, or dependent samples t-tests in the quantitative analysis portion. 

These t-tests were used to determine whether there was a significant difference in paired measurements. The 

paired measurements included survey responses for pre- and post-COVID school closure responses for the in-

service participants. The analysis was used to examine if the participants described significant differences 

between their students’ behaviors, their ability to control these behaviors in the classroom, and their feelings 

about the kinds of support they received from their local campus administrators before and after the COVID 

closure.  

Quantitative Results 

Paired samples t-tests were run on participant perceptions pre- and post-COVID school closures to examine 

within-group changes in their perceptions regarding student behaviors, their own capacity, and external 

supports before and after the COVID-19 shutdown. Results yielded significant differences across all questions, 

indicating that participants felt a decline in student behaviors, their capacity to manage said behaviors, the 

district’s support and training for behavior, and their general enjoyment of their job. Table 3 provides a visual 

representation of the results of each t-test based on the survey questions for the responses pre- and post-

COVID.  

Table 3. Pre- and Post-COVID Behavioral Perceptions  

Survey Questions 
 

 Pre-COVID 
Post-

COVID Paired t-test 

 
M 
 

SD 
 

M 
 

SD 
 

p < .001 
 

1. I feel I was able to control most 
students’ behaviors in a school setting.  

4.25 0.61 2.96 1.13 9.26 

2. I feel I was able to teach most students 
rules and procedures for classrooms and 
the school.  

4.20 0.80 3.18 1.06 7.97 

3. I feel most students were willing to 
adhere to the rules and procedures put 
into place in classrooms.  

4.16 0.63 2.56 1.03 10.41 

4. I feel most students adhered to the 
rules and procedures put into place in 
classrooms.  

4.00 0.81 2.65 0.99 9.08 

5. I feel most students were actively 
engaged in the lessons.  

4.02 0.59 2.35 0.91 11.12 
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6. I feel most students displayed 
minimum classroom disruptions (i.e. 
blurting out, out of seat, talking to peers, 
etc.).  

3.82 0.79 2.24 1.17 9.43 

7. I feel most students’ behaviors did not 
impede my ability to teach students 
effectively.  

3.88 0.72 2.36 1.06 8.26 

8. I feel my school district offered an 
adequate amount of training regarding 
the management of student behaviors.  

3.39 0.95 2.55 1.07 5.51 

9. I feel my school offers adequate 
support for students with challenging 
behaviors.  

3.39 0.97 2.52 1.09 5.23 

10. I feel my school supports me 
regarding student misbehavior in the 
classroom.  

3.66 0.90 2.69 1.14 6.3 

11. I enjoyed my job.  4.23 0.57 2.85 1.04 8.47 

Decline in Student Behavior  

Regarding teaching and student engagement, participants reported significant reductions in student 

engagement with lessons and significantly lowered ability to teach without impediment of student behavior. 

Participants identified a significant difference in student display of minimum classroom disruptions, 

indicating that pre-shutdown teachers were more likely to agree that students engaged in minimum classroom 

disruptions (e.g., blurting out) versus post-shutdown, when they were more likely to disagree that students 

engaged in only minimum classroom disruptions.  

Lessening in Teacher Ability to Control Behaviors 

The paired sample t-test showed that participants’ level of perceived capacity to control student behaviors 

decreased from pre-COVID to post-shutdown. Additionally, participants indicated a decrease in their ability 

to teach students rules and procedures for classrooms and the school from pre-COVID to post-shutdown. 

Along with the ability to teach rules and procedures, participants pointed to a decrease in both student 

willingness to and actual adherence to the rules from pre-COVID to post-shutdown.  

Reduction in Administrative Support  

Participants described a significant reduction in various levels of support provided by their organizational 

entities pre- and post-COVID shutdown. For example, participants reported lower rates of training for student 

behaviors, lower levels of active support for managing student behaviors, and a significant decrease in 

participant perceptions of school support offered for student behavioral concerns. Lastly, participants 

reflected on their feelings of enjoyment in their job. Results indicated a significant reduction in their job 

enjoyment from pre-COVID to post-shutdown.  

Qualitative Results 

Written responses were coded to identify commonalities among participants, leading to the emergence of two 

major themes: (1) maladaptive behaviors were demonstrated by many more students in the classroom post-

COVID; and (2) participants reported a lack of confidence in the behavior management techniques that they 
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had previously successfully employed. These themes were further divided into pre- and post-COVID contexts 

to explore shifts in perceptions. 

Tier II Maladaptive Behaviors 

Pre-COVID 

While most participants did not provide specific examples of student behaviors pre-COVID, they did provide 

insight into overall behaviors. They felt that while there was some pre-COVID misbehavior before school 

shutdowns, they were mild and controllable. “Students exhibited typical developmental behaviors for the age 

range. They responded well to redirection. Disruptions were average for their age and developmental level” 

(Participant 17, personal communication, September 19, 2023). Another participant expressed a similar 

thought, saying that “behaviors were typically occurring behaviors seen in their age range” and explained that 

they were “consistent behaviors experienced throughout their career” (Participant 16, personal 

communication, September 24, 2023).  

Although there were few behavioral concerns for one participant, they noted that this was mainly because 

“most students followed directions” (Participant 24, personal communication, September 17, 2023). 

Acknowledging that disruptions and misbehaviors are naturally a part of school, an elementary school science 

teacher explained that “disruptions are going to happen, but it definitely felt less of a continuous issue pre-

COVID. Students complied with regulations easier before COVID” (Participant 10, personal communication, 

September 19, 2023). One participant noted that pre-COVID behaviors were mild and did not negatively 

impact their ability to teach, stating “students demonstrated good responses to lessons, activities, and 

routines,” and because of this “students’ behaviors typically did not interfere with my teaching. Students 

demonstrated good responses to lessons, activities, and routines” (Participant 17, personal communication, 

September 19, 2023).  

Post-COVID  

In contrast to students’ overall pre-COVID behavior, participants noted significant changes in student 

behaviors following the reopening of schools after pandemic school shutdowns, with frequent disruptions and 

lack of attention becoming more prevalent. Participant 10 described blurting out as “a constant issue” 

(Participant 10, personal communication, September 19, 2023), while Participant 35 observed that “most kids 

are blurting, talking out, or leaving their seats, unlike the pre-COVID era when such behaviors were limited to 

a handful of students” (Participant 34, personal communication, September 19, 2023). An elementary school 

teacher explained, “blurting and talking to peers is a constant behavior concern” (Participant 20, personal 

communication, September 21, 2023). Another participant stated that “some students tend to act out or talk 

throughout the lessons, even after being redirected numerous times” (Participant 14, personal 

communication, September 22, 2023). 

Other participants highlighted their experiences with more defiant behaviors. Participant 17 explained that 

“students exhibited significantly more disruptive behaviors. Talking, not listening, no structure, no concept of 

typical school behaviors. They are much more disrespectful and unwilling to follow directions” (Participant 17, 

personal communication, September 19, 2023). A pre-K teacher echoed these concerns, noting that today’s 

students “talk back, refuse to do their work, and will throw fits and tantrums” (Participant 18, personal 

communication, September 17, 2023). An elementary school reading teacher experienced “a lot of unexpected 

behaviors and unmotivated students no matter how the teacher is constantly trying and building 

relationships” (Participant 32, personal communication, September 19, 2023). “The behaviors now are 

different, not just defiant but more emotional” (Participant 21, personal communication, September 21, 

2023).  

Several participants spoke of a notable change in students’ willingness to engage and interact in lessons. One 

teacher explained that even with highly engaging lessons, “students often complain of being bored and 
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uninterested” (Participant 37, personal communication, September 19, 2023). This shift in student interest 

was also noted by another participant: “I feel I am having to compete with YouTube videos for their interest 

and attention. They get bored and tired easily, which leads to more complaining” (Participant 17, personal 

communication, September 19, 2023). Participant 34 agreed with this idea and felt that today’s student is 

“very distracted with no attention span. They are not able to do basic tasks in a timely manner” (Participant 

34, personal communication, September 19, 2023). A STEM teacher explained that post-COVID students 

“need to be stimulated all the time. They are showing less focus and more interest in needing technology” 

(Participant 22, personal communication, September 21, 2023). Similarly, a teacher from Texas stated that 

“students as a collective whole have a hard time staying focused long enough to do anything that requires 

sustained mental focus” (Participant 18, personal communication, September 17, 2023).  

Behavior Management 

Pre-COVID 

Participants reported that pre-COVID classroom management strategies were generally effective. Tier 1 

behavior strategies, such as clear rules and positive reinforcement, were commonly used due to their reported 

effectiveness. One participant felt that their standard approach to classroom behavior management was 

sufficient for most behaviors such that “during this time I believe I was able to manage student behaviors well 

through my standard classroom management” (Participant 53, personal communication, October 2, 2023). 

Participant 27 went on to say that when redirection was required, commonly used management strategies 

could be used; “students were able to be effectively redirected when they were disrupted and positively 

reinforced . . . when they did not engage in these [disruptive] behaviors” (Participant 27, personal 

communication, September 19, 2023).  

A high school teacher spoke on their ability to use preventative teaching and consequences to effectively 

manage behaviors. “I was able to teach rules and procedures,” and in combination with “appropriate 

consequences, behavior was controlled” (Participant 49, personal communication, September 28, 2023). A 

5th-grade teacher had a similar response, “I knew what methods worked” and used “clear expectations in 

which students knew the rules and also the consequences” (Participant 52, personal communication, 

September 29, 2023). One participant emphasized students’ reception of rules and procedures. “Students 

were manageable, and they responded well to the general rules and procedures used in my room and were 

easily redirected” (Participant 17, personal communication, September 19, 2023). In a related response, 

another participant stated that “most students were able to follow these rules and expectations with little 

reminders or redirection.  

Before COVID, students demonstrated a reasonable level of classroom disruptions, but with gentle reminders, 

they would get back on task” (Participant 18, personal communication, September 17, 2023). One participant 

acknowledged that not every student’s behavior was in line with the expectations but, overall, most behaviors 

were manageable. “Although there is always someone that will attempt to break a rule or two, for the most 

part, the students had more respect for the rules and understood the purpose of having them” (Participant 20, 

personal communication, September 21, 2023).  

Post-COVID 

In a post-COVID landscape, participants described significant challenges in behavior management. 

Participant 35 felt that compared to pre-COVID times, managing behavior “was very challenging” (Participant 

35, personal communication, September 19, 2023), and another stated that it was “definitely harder” 

(Participant 49, personal communication, September 28, 2023). Participant 47 felt that their management of 

student behaviors was “not as good or effective as pre-COVID” (Participant 47, personal communication, 

September 27, 2023). A middle school teacher stated that “it is harder for students to remember how to 

behave and control their impulsivity” (Participant 25, personal communication, September 23, 2023).  
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One high school teacher explained that “students forgot how to act in a classroom or shop setting” and, 

because of that, they struggled to shift their management strategies, which led to “a 30% increase in my office 

referrals for blatant behaviors, outburst, and issues” (Participant 14, personal communication, September 22, 

2023). A teacher from Arkansas stated that managing behaviors “took much more time and reminders than 

normal” (Participant 52, personal communication, September 29, 2023). This increased challenge in 

managing behaviors was not the only concern. Participant 18 also indicated that they are “having to worry 

more about the safety and emotional well-being of my students more than ever before, which impacts actually 

being able to teach where my students can learn” (Participant 18, personal communication, September 17, 

2023). Echoing the sentiment that behaviors have negatively impacted their capacity for teaching, Participant 

21 noted that there are “so many behaviors that teaching falls behind” (personal communication, September 

21, 2023).  

A shift in the usage of universal-level behavior management strategies to more specific—and necessary—

strategies, for many students, was commonly noted among the participants. An early elementary teacher 

explained that their universal level of behavior management strategies and teaching competence is not 

working because they are “constantly redirecting adverse behaviors and competing with students to be heard. 

I spend more time redirecting than teaching” (Participant 17, personal communication, September 19, 2023).  

Additionally, teaching rules and procedures, which are foundational to basic behavioral management 

techniques, is no longer effective. One participant noted, “[I can] teach the rules and procedures, but they 

won’t actually follow them. They can tell you what the rules are but then refuse to follow them” (Participant 

29, personal communication, September 25, 2023).  

Discussion  

While the lasting effect of school closures due to the pandemic has not been fully explored, recent research 

indicates that these shutdowns have impacted the mental and academic well-being of school-aged children 

(Brooks et al., 2020; Fardin, 2020; Ozluk et al., 2026; Wang et al., 2020). Combined with summer break, the 

disruption in traditional school learning caused an estimated 1-year gap in educational outcomes (Dela Cruz 

et al., 2025; Moscoviz & Evans, 2022). Prior research has also indicated that when individuals have academic 

gaps, there can be an increase in disruptive behaviors (Ayllon & Roberts, 1974; Kremer et al., 2016; Pagani et 

al., 2001). The identified learning gap appears to have a relationship with an increase in behavioral changes in 

a school setting.  

This study investigated teachers’ experiences and perceptions of student behavior before and after the 

COVID-19 school shutdowns. The findings revealed significant declines across several aspects of classroom 

dynamics, pointing to a need for targeted interventions to support educators in the post-pandemic 

educational landscape. 

With a notable drop from a mean of 4.25 pre-COVID to 2.98 post-COVID (t = 9.26, p < .001, d = 1.04), data 

indicate a marked decrease in teachers’ perceived capacity to manage student behaviors. This decline suggests 

that teachers feel less equipped to handle classroom disruptions, which was echoed in open-ended responses 

in which many participants elaborated on more frequent and severe disruptions compared to pre-COVID. 

Participants reported that pre-COVID, student behaviors were generally mild and controllable, characterized 

by typical developmental behaviors that responded well to redirection. In the post-COVID classroom, teachers 

described a landscape of increased defiance and emotional outbursts, with one participant noting, "students 

exhibited significantly more disruptive behaviors" (Participant 17, personal communication, September 19, 

2023). This shift in perceptions emphasizes the need for a re-evaluation of behavior management strategies in 

light of the new challenges faced in classrooms today.  
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Findings also revealed a reduction in student engagement and adherence to classroom rules from a mean of 

4.16 pre-COVID to 2.56 post-COVID (t = 10.41, p < .001, d = 1.15). Open-ended responses further illustrate 

this decline, with several teachers expressing frustration over students’ lack of interest and attention during 

lessons. Participants noted that this disengagement is compounded by the increased reliance on technology 

for entertainment, with teachers feeling they must compete with platforms, such as YouTube, for student 

attention (Participant 17, personal communication, September 19, 2023). 

The results underscore that the level of perceived support by educational institutions has generally declined, 

with participants reporting lower levels of training and active support for managing student behaviors post-

COVID. The mean score of available training was reduced from 3.39 pre-COVID to 2.52 post-COVID (t = 5.51, 

p < .001, d = 1.14). Several participants indicated that while training is being provided, it is the same or 

similar to training they received pre-COVID, which is no longer effective for current behaviors. This lack of 

support is worrisome, as effective training and resources are critical for teachers to adapt to the evolving 

classroom dynamics.  

Practical Implications 

From a real-world perspective, the participants of this study indicate that classroom behaviors and their 

subsequent management have grown increasingly difficult to control. While not every student is displaying 

problematic behavior, it appears that previous behavior management processes need to be changed to reach 

the greater number of students with behavior challenges. Many different management techniques exist, but 

the Center on Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (Center on PBIS, n.d.) provides a framework for 

understanding how educators should address behavioral concerns in the classroom. Even before the COVID 

shutdown, it was widely used and accepted by many as a research-based method that has proven successful 

for a variety of students.  

In the past, most students responded to Tier 1 supports, which provided the classroom with a foundation of 

solid behavioral procedures. Tier 1 intervention strategies, for most students, emphasize modeling, teaching, 

and reinforcement of positive social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills, including explicitly defining 

appropriate school behaviors and acknowledging appropriate behavioral responses in the classroom. The 

results of this study indicate that in post-COVID classrooms, Tier 1 behavior strategies are no longer effective 

with a larger group of the participants’ students. For example, one teacher indicated pre-COVID, “I was able 

to use Tier 1 behavior strategies to support and control students’ behaviors in the classroom. I could use 

regular behavior intervention support and school PBIS procedures to help control behaviors” (Participant 18, 

Personal Communication, September 17, 2023).  

As a first step, teachers and administrators must review the Tier 1 processes to determine if they are actually 

utilizing Tier 1 interventions with fidelity. This conclusion reflects the initial process that teachers must take 

to begin conquering the issue of maladaptive behavior in the classroom,. 

Collect Data to Determine What is Happening 

While the Center on PBIS (n.d.) clearly indicates that Tier 1 organization must be in place prior to moving to 

Tiers 2 and 3, the organization also specifies that data collection is at the heart of the process. Thus, carefully 

planned and strategically completed data collection must be undertaken to determine which students need the 

critically important interventions provided in Tier 2.  

Data collection can take a variety of formats for individual students, including periodic universal behavior 

screener assessments, reviewing the number of office referrals, charting teacher reports of the type and 

duration of behaviors, and/or reviewing specific behavioral observations from the classroom. Data collection 

should be completed effectively so that intervention can begin promptly. 
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Intervention in the Classroom 

It is easy to assume that maladaptive behavior is suddenly rampant post-COVID. As Participant 36 explained, 

“[B]ehaviors have increased and there are more classroom disruptions now” (Participant 36, personal 

communication, September 19, 2023). For many participants, post-COVID behavior management has become 

a persistent and significant challenge. Pre-COVID, “there were always one or two students in a group that 

were hard to manage, but it was doable on a daily basis” (Participant 37, personal communication, September 

19, 2023). “Post-COVID, I lose so much time redirecting classroom disruptions that it is so difficult to actually 

teach” (Participant 18, personal communication, September 17, 2023). Post-COVID, “rules don’t seem to 

apply anymore, consequences don’t seem to faze students now” (Participant 10, personal communication, 

September 19, 2023). And while not every student needs Tier 2 intervention, the participants’ explanations 

indicate that a greater number now require Tier 2 intervention post-COVID to successfully meet classroom 

expectations.  

According to the Center on PBIS (n.d.), classroom behavioral intervention at Tier 2 must provide direct 

instruction group interventions, often involving 10 or more participating students. “Teaching in the form of 

roleplaying and modeling desired behaviors after COVID is essential for classroom management” (Participant 

27, personal communication, September 19, 2023). Tier 2 interventions incorporate social skills groups, self-

management instruction, and targeted academic support. Interventions, such as these, implemented by school 

personnel, are likely to have positive effects for up to 67% of referred students (Center on PBIS, n.d.). Data 

collection should be ongoing and completed with fidelity to determine if the student is progressing or if more 

stringent intervention in Tier 3 is required. 

Intervention Differences Across the Grade Levels 

Results of this study indicate that the participants recognize that their use of Tier 1 behavior management is 

no longer meeting the needs of their students. A pre-K teacher explained that while they are able to manage 

student behaviors, they acknowledge that “controlling adverse behaviors is more difficult now” (Participant 

17, personal communication, September 19, 2023). As an intervention, Tier 2 is intended to support students 

who do not sufficiently respond to Tier 1 strategies by providing targeted instruction aimed at promoting 

appropriate behaviors, and addressing early signs of at-risk behaviors before they become more severe or 

ingrained. Unfortunately, it appears data collection and Tier 2 interventions have been underutilized to 

promote more productive classroom behavior among their students.  

At different grade levels, there are different Tier 2 intervention strategies. For example social stories are used 

for pre-K students, which guide students in making positive behavioral choices, as well as providing target 

behavior reinforcement systems to recognize and reward appropriate classroom behaviors. At the elementary 

school levels, social skills groups teach behaviors, such as conflict resolution, cooperation, and 

communication. Additionally, middle school students use self-monitoring checklists techniques and have 

frequent interaction with the classroom teacher. For example, check-in/check-out systems direct students to 

meet with a mentor first thing each morning and then again in the afternoon to review the quality of the 

student’s behavioral and academic outcomes. These meetings provide middle school students with a closer 

inspection of their daily performance with the support of a consistent and caring adult mentor. High school 

students benefit from self-reflection sheets and behavior contracts in which they identify and develop 

appropriate behavioral expectations, and which they then take responsibility for implementing.  

While all of these Tier 2 interventions take effort and energy on the part of the school administration, the 

teachers, the students, and their families, the Center on PBIS (n.d.) strongly encourages providing them to 

students who need more than Tier 1 strategies to experience success in the classroom. Teachers and 

administrators must work together to strengthen their Tier 1 processes school-wide, and to identify and 

provide Tier 2 intervention to students who need it. 
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Limitations and Future Research 

A primary limitation of this study is the sample size; an increased sample would allow for generalization. And 

although this study was available for all school personnel throughout the United States, most participants 

originated from a handful of states, which may represent a limited perspective. Another study should be 

considered in which participants from more states were recruited.  

Additionally, the researchers did not have access to disciplinary data for this study, which could be used to 

corroborate participants’ perceptions of behavioral changes. Future research could analyze state or national 

disciplinary data from before and after COVID to determine if a statistically significant difference in reported 

behavior is present.  

Finally, most participants reported their primary role as teacher, limiting the perspective to one group of 

school personnel rather than a collective group. Additional research should be conducted in which other 

school personnel are surveyed regarding their perceptions.  

Conclusion 

This study explored the behavioral effects of school closures post-COVID on pre-K through 12th-grade 

students. Teachers’ experiences, regarding these student behavior changes ,suggested that school personnel 

are experiencing a significant difference in student behaviors. Adjustments to existing behavioral supports are 

necessary to address current needs and to support school personnel, as Tier 1 supports are no longer meeting 

the need of a growing subset of students.  

The findings of this study highlight a critical need for systematic data collection, post-COVID, to identify 

students who require Tier 2 interventions that are aligned with the PBIS framework. 
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