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Abstract: The aim of this study is to understand how distance education is experienced from the
perspective of teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study is a part of a comprehensive
grounded theory research, and data were obtained from semi-structured interviews with 23 teachers.
Data were analyzed using Charmaz’s two-stage coding process. As a result of the analysis of the data,
the challenges experienced by teachers were examined under three themes: student and teacher-
related and systemic challenges. Student-related challenges included lack of access to technology,
reluctance to attend classes, poor communication, privacy issues, parents' lack of involvement, and
health concerns. Teacher-related difficulties involved unfamiliarity with distance education, digital
platforms, and materials, inadequate digital skills, lack of technological equipment, and working from
home. Systemic issues included internet infrastructure problems, difficulties with assessment and class
participation, teacher workload imbalances, and platform security concerns. Teachers highlighted
several benefits of distance education during the pandemic, categorized as contributions to teachers,
students, and the system. These included the development of digital skills, increased cooperation in
digital contexts, the ability to create distance education materials, enhanced content on education
platforms, improved school digital infrastructures, and better access to technological tools. The findings
emphasize the need to support teachers' digital skills, improve school infrastructure, and implement
training programs. The COVID-19 pandemic presented challenges but accelerated distance learning
and digital transformation in education. This study fills the gap in literature on the impact of digital skills
and distance education on teachers' experiences, revealing the COVID-19 education transformation
from their perspective. Unlike previous studies, it provides a holistic view of how teachers experience
challenges and opportunities.

Keywords: COVID-19 education, distance education, remote learning, emergency remote education,
ERT, digital competencies, digital transformation, higher education, pandemic.

Highlights

What is already known about this topic:

e During the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers and students faced challenges such as poor digital
infrastructure, low digital skills, lack of motivation, and communication issues, along with
difficulties in online teaching, digital pedagogy, and maintaining student engagement.

e Limited digital resources, gaps in school infrastructure, and restricted evaluation methods were
significant obstacles to effective learning.

What this paper contributes:
e Key focus areas include teachers' experiences, educators' digital skills, student engagement,
and the impact of technology on distance education effectiveness.
e A more holistic perspective will be presented by examining not only the challenges but also the
strengths of distance education especially from the perspectives of teachers.

Implications for theory, practice and/or policy:
e The findings will help education stakeholders design training programs to enhance teachers
professional development, distance education skills, and pedagogical methods.
e The findings will guide the development of strategies to improve teaching effectiveness,
integrate digital tools, and create student support programs.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic, which has caused an unprecedented crisis on a global scale, has caused
changes in many areas and created numerous challenges. The Covid-19 pandemic, which was reported
to have emerged in 2019 and quickly affected the entire world in 2020, has had a particularly negative
impact on the education sector, in addition to the healthcare sector. To reduce the impact of the
pandemic and slow its spread, practices such as flexible working, working from home, and rotating shifts
were implemented, leading to the closure of schools and universities, places where human-to-human
contact may occur (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Bozkurt and Sharma, 2020; Doghonadze et al., 2020). With the
closure of educational institutions and the suspension of face-to-face education, the education of 1.6
billion students, roughly half of the world’s student population, was disrupted (UNESCO, 2020a;
UNICEF, 2020). In Turkey, approximately 25 million students had to suspend face-to-face education
(UNESCO, 2020b).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, both teachers and students encountered significant challenges in the
transition to distance learning. Students struggled to adapt to e-learning platforms, and their social
interactions with teachers and peers decreased (Bordeos, 2021). Moreover, they had to cope with the
absence of traditional classroom teaching and adapt to online learning, which was the closest alternative
during the pandemic (Ismail et al., 2021). Despite these challenges, some students have shown positive
attitudes toward distance learning and have expressed satisfaction with its outcomes (Bargi et al., 2022).

However, less attention has been paid to the experiences of teachers, who faced the dual challenge of
rapidly transitioning to remote teaching while managing the emotional and pedagogical implications of
this shift. Teachers' preparedness for this transition, the challenges they faced, and the opportunities
that emerged in the process are critical aspects to understand. Previous studies have highlighted the
importance of teacher preparedness and the challenges faced during the transition to distance education
(Bozkurt et al., 2020; Johnson, 2021). Understanding teachers' experiences during this period is crucial
to evaluating the effectiveness of distance education and informing future educational strategies. As
noted by researchers such as Robinson et al. (2022) and Almendingen et al (2021), understanding
teacher experiences is essential to assess the effectiveness of remote education and guide future
strategies. Therefore, this study aims to explore the specific challenges and opportunities that teachers
encountered in the shift to distance education during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings will provide
a deeper understanding of teachers' readiness for digital education and offer valuable insights into better
managing future educational disruptions.

Literature

The COVID-19 pandemic forced schools worldwide to close, leading to a rapid shift to remote education.
This transition to digital learning brought significant challenges for students, teachers, parents,
educational institutions, and administrators. The pandemic created a unique and complex context for
education, highlighting the urgent need for adaptation to online learning environments.

A review of the literature reveals a wealth of studies focusing on the historical development of distance
education, particularly during the COVID-19 period. For instance, Kirik (2014) explored the historical
evolution of distance education and its state in Turkey, while Telli and Altun (2020) examined the role
of the Coronavirus in accelerating the adoption of online education. Sezgin (2021) analyzed emergency
distance education processes and highlighted key lessons and challenges that emerged during the
pandemic. Several studies also explored teachers' perspectives on distance education during the
COVID-19 period (Baloglu & Firat, 2022; Cantirk & Cantlirk, 2021; Karakus & Ergen, 2021).
Additionally, Battal and Kosar (2021) addressed the psychological difficulties teachers faced in the
transition to distance learning.
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There is a substantial body of literature on the difficulties faced by teachers in distance education. These
challenges are primarily related to issues such as lack of communication (Dasdemir & Cengiz, 2022),
motivation problems (Keskek & Yiksel, 2022), and technological infrastructure deficiencies (Battal &
Kosar, 2021). For example, Tas et al. (2021) found that teachers struggled to maintain student
motivation and engagement, with factors like the absence of face-to-face interaction, difficulty in creating
interactive lessons, and students' comfort in their home environments contributing to these issues.
Additionally, Akguru (2023) highlighted that a lack of access to necessary technology, software
problems, and the instability of the distance education system significantly hindered the teaching and
learning process. Addressing these technological barriers and ensuring the reliability of online education
systems is essential for improving the overall learning experience. Moreover, the sudden shift to remote
learning exacerbated existing inequalities, with marginalized communities facing even greater barriers
to accessing quality education (Aguliera & Nightengale-Lee, 2020).

While much attention has been given to these challenges, less focus has been placed on the adaptive
responses and positive changes in teachers' practices. Despite initial resistance, many teachers
demonstrated significant growth in their digital skills, redesigned their teaching practices, and enriched
their educational materials. Although the acquisition of digital skills and the adoption of innovative
teaching strategies have been noted in the literature, these aspects are often discussed only briefly
(Arslan, 2021; Sevim & Akin, 2021). However, the pandemic also created unique opportunities for
teachers to develop their digital competencies. Teachers gained increased training and experience in
using various digital tools and platforms for teaching, communication, and professional development.
This led to greater confidence and enhanced adaptation to the online teaching environment (Albé et al.,
2020; Gonzalez et al., 2023).

This study, therefore, aims to explore how teachers experienced distance education during the COVID-
19 pandemic, focusing not only on the difficulties they faced but also on the opportunities and positive
developments, such as the evolution of their digital skills and teaching practices.

The unique contribution of this study lies in its holistic perspective, addressing both the difficulties
frequently emphasized in the literature and the opportunities and positive transformations experienced
by teachers in the distance education process. By focusing on teachers' experiences, this study aims to
contribute to making distance education more effective in the future and to the development of
educational policies.

This research was initiated to explore teachers' experiences in the digital context during the COVID-19
pandemic. While the challenges faced by teachers during this period were evident, it became clear that
they also experienced certain gains by the end of the process. Therefore, this study seeks to answer
the following research questions to better understand both the difficulties and the benefits:
e What are the difficulties experienced by teachers in the digital context during the COVID-19
pandemic?
e What are the gains of teachers in this context?

By framing the study around these questions, it connects the identified gaps in the literature with a
focused investigation into both the challenges and the positive outcomes for teachers. Thus, this
research contributes to the literature by not only examining the challenges faced by teachers but also
by emphasizing the positive aspects of their adaptation to distance education. In doing so, it highlights
the transformation of teachers’ digital competencies and the opportunities for digital leadership that
emerged during the pandemic, filling a significant gap in current research.
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Methodology

Research Model/Design

This study stems from research conducted during my doctoral thesis, where digital inequalities in the
context of teaching were explored. However, the unexpected contributions of the COVID-19 pandemic
to teachers, particularly the positive aspects of digital inequality, were not included in the original
research questions or findings of the thesis. These contributions emerged as significant topics during
interviews, with all participants discussing them in detail. This emphasized the importance of these
findings and pointed to the need for a more in-depth examination, leading to the decision to present this
study as a separate work.

The grounded theory approach was chosen because it allows for a comprehensive exploration of
complex phenomena. It enabled an in-depth investigation into the causes and consequences of digital
inequalities from the teachers' perspectives, drawing on data derived from their experiences and
observations. The unexpected insights related to the positive aspects of digital inequality during the
pandemic further justified the use of grounded theory. This methodology facilitated the uncovering of
new insights that had not been explored in the original thesis, thus contributing valuable knowledge to
the field of digital inequalities in education.

Grounded theory aims to uncover the reasons behind complex phenomena or provide new insights into
relatively underexplored issues (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In this study, the causes of digital inequalities
in the context of teachers were explored, with a specific focus on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The study aimed to develop a deeper understanding of how teachers perceived and experienced this
process. By utilizing grounded theory, the research enabled a comprehensive analysis of digital
inequalities based on data from participants' experiences and observations.

Data Collecting Tools

Grounded theory starts with inductive data, uses comparative methods by going back and forth between
data and analysis with repeated strategies, and engages you in developing analyzes and data in
constant interaction with the data (Charmaz, 2006). In this study, a semi-structured interview form
designed by the researchers was used as the main data collection tool. The content validity of the
preliminary questions was examined by five experts specialized in educational sciences, open and
distance education, educational technologies, computer and instructional technologies, and teacher
education programs.

The questions focus on exploring teachers' interactions with digital platforms and technologies, the
challenges they faced, and the skills they developed during this process.For example, a question such
as "What did you experience during the remote education process in the pandemic?" aims to understand
how teachers adapted to the transformation in education caused by the pandemic, the difficulties they
encountered, and the solutions they developed. Responses to this question were further supported by
follow-up questions to explore the technical, pedagogical, or psychological barriers teachers faced while
using digital platforms. The questions were shaped according to the participants' responses, and new
questions were added based on each teacher's unique circumstances. For instance, a teacher who
mentioned facing difficulties due to students during the pandemic was asked to provide more details
about the specific challenges experienced because of the students. A teacher who mentioned
developing digitally during the pandemic was asked which areas or skills he had developed. This flexible
question design allowed for deeper insights by tailoring questions to the participants' personal
experiences, thus enabling the generation of new concepts from teachers' perspectives
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Additionally, the researcher took notes before and after interviews, recording relevant information,
feelings, and thoughts, as well as observations about the interview locations and schools, without
prejudice. While collecting data, in the first stage, expert opinions were obtained for the questions
prepared within the scope of the study and pilot interviews were conducted with two participant teachers
using the prepared interview questions. This process was carried out in order to evaluate the suitability
and content validity of the interview questions.

During the research process, 29 interviews were conducted with a total of 23 participants, both face-to-
face and/or online. For some participants, additional questions were sent via email to obtain further in-
depth information. These email-based follow-up sessions were not used with all participants, but only
with a select few, while the remaining participants were engaged in face-to-face or online interviews. It
is important to note that all interviews and additional interactions were based on the principle of voluntary
participation. Participants were free to decide whether they wanted to engage in follow-up discussions,
whether online or through email, and their involvement in second interviews or providing additional
responses was entirely at their discretion.

Immediately after the interviews, interview transcripts were prepared, and the researcher wrote reminder
notes during the coding phase, both before and/or after the interviews. Over time, these notes developed
into key findings. In addition to the interviews, the researcher observed the physical environments,
facilities, school culture, and relationships between teachers at the schools visited, and included these
observations in the reminder notes. The researcher also compared the findings with her 18 years of
teaching experience, noting similarities and differences with her own teachers' room, school
environment, and relationships with colleagues. These detailed reminder notes enriched the cognitive
depth of the research (Birk & Mills, 2015).

The use of email for additional questions was beneficial in obtaining more detailed responses from
certain participants. However, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this method. Email-based
follow-up does not allow for the same depth of interaction and immediate clarification that face-to-face
or online interviews provide. These limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings from
these particular participants. The researcher, therefore, employed a combination of face-to-face, online,
and email-based methods to collect data, which allowed for a more comprehensive exploration of the
participants' experiences.

Sampling and Study Group

This study employed a combination of sampling methods, with theoretical sampling as the primary
method. Theoretical sampling is a method based on concepts or themes derived from data, and data
collection continues until the categories reach a saturation point (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In this study,
the goal was to explore teachers' experiences related to digital inequalities. Theoretical sampling was
used to select participants who could provide rich insights into the theory. During the sampling process,
specific criteria were established, drawing on the literature and expert opinions. Teachers who met one
or more of these criteria were included in the study.

In addition to theoretical sampling, the snowball sampling method was also employed. Snowball
sampling was used to identify new participants who could provide rich data, based on referrals from
initial participants. As the study progressed, teachers were encouraged to suggest other participants
who might provide valuable insights. While snowball sampling was particularly effective during the later
stages of the research, the established criteria for selecting participants continued to be applied
throughout the process, ensuring that the participants met the necessary qualifications related to digital
competence and experience.
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To address the goal of reaching teachers with lower digital competence, digital literacy was assessed
through participants' responses to questions regarding their use of digital tools and online education
platforms. Teachers' participation in technology-related training and their experiences with digital tools
during the pandemic were also considered in evaluating their digital competence. Teachers who
demonstrated limited experience or knowledge in these areas were categorized as having "lower digital
competence."”

The inclusion of multiple sampling methods helped achieve a comprehensive understanding of the
phenomenon of digital inequalities in education. However, each method has its limitations. While
theoretical sampling ensured a focused and targeted approach to data collection, snowball sampling
introduced potential biases by relying on participants' networks. The use of specific criteria in participant
selection may have limited the diversity of the sample, which is an important consideration for the
generalizability of the findings.

Information about the participants interviewed within the scope of the study is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Characterisctics of the participants

Participants Professional Educational School level Subject branch
seniority status
(year)
Aynur 11-20 Bachelor Middle School IT
High School
Meltem 21-30 Bachelor High School English
Zehra 21-30 MA High School German
Hakan 21-30 Bachelor High School Geography
Kerem 0-10 Bachelor Middle School Social Science
Selim 0-10 Bachelor Middle School Science
Ali 21-30 Bachelor High School English
Kivang 21-30 Bachelor High School Art
Mustafa 21-30 Phd High School PE
Melek 21-30 Bachelor Middle School Primary School
Mathematics
Merve 11-20 MA Middle School Turkish
Semra 30+ Bachelor Primary School Classroom Teacher
Hilmi 30+ Bachelor Vocational High Motor vehicles
School
Zeynep 11-20 MA Middle School Science
Pinar 11-20 Bachelor High School Counseling
Feyza 0-10 MA Middle School IT
ibrahim 30+ MA High School History
Beyza 11-20 Bachelor Middle School Primary School
Mathematics.
Duygu 0-10 Bachelor Primary School Kindergarden
Ozlem 21-30 Bachelor Primary School Classroom Teacher
Fahriye 11-20 Bachelor Primary School Kindergarden
Melike 21-30 MA Middle School Primary School
Mathematics.
Nazan 11-20 MA High School Turkish Literature

The courses were specifically chosen to reach teachers with low digital competence, as defined by the
DigComp Framework (European Commission, 2016), which includes a wide range of skills from basic
technical abilities to advanced problem-solving in digital contexts. Participants were selected based on
these criteria, ensuring they met at least one component of digital competence. Although snowball
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sampling became more effective later in the study, the specified criteria were consistently applied
throughout.

Data Analysis

In this study, Charmaz's two-stage coding process, namely initial coding and focused coding methods,
was adopted. In-depth interviews with participants were recorded with a voice recorder after obtaining
their consent. Later, these voice recordings were listened to carefully and transcribed word for word and
transcribed into writing. Using the constant comparative analysis method, the data analysis process was
started immediately after the initial data collection process was completed.

The initial coding of the data was carried out by the researchers in a Word document after the
transcriptions were completed. This type of coding involves a careful review to reveal the data (Bazeley,
2013). In the initial coding, the first impressions the researcher made from the data were recorded
without bias. Then, the data were transferred to the MAXQDA program in order to create a more
organized document system. After the initial coding, themes were reached through focused coding, and
these themes were transformed into categories, taking into account their similarities (Miles & Huberman,
1994). The resulting categories and themes were created according to the coding frequency. During the
research process, two researchers worked together in the stages of data collection, analysis and
interpretation of the findings.

Validity and Reliability

Credibility is related to how accurately the results obtained from the analysis of the data reflect the data
collected from the participants. In order to ensure this credibility, strategies such as long-term
observations, diversification, in-depth data collection, expert evaluation and participant confirmation are
recommended (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this study, multiple interactions were made
with the participants in order to ensure credibility. After the interviews, confirmation was obtained from
the participants, and explanations were requested by asking more detailed questions in light of the data
obtained in the previous interviews. With this method, the accuracy of the data was confirmed many
times. In addition, the reminder notes written before, after and during the interviews played an important
role in explaining the data and establishing the relationships between the categories. Another important
step in ensuring credibility is expert review. In this context, the opinions of five expert lecturers were
consulted in the creation of the interview questions and the accuracy of the coding was checked with
expert confirmation in the interpretation of the findings.

In qualitative research, reliability means that all processes are carried out consistently. In this context,
the concepts of consistency and confirmability are used instead of internal reliability and external
reliability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In order to ensure consistency in the research, the data obtained from
the participants were recorded with a voice recorder, then coded consistently and these codings were
associated with the determined concepts and categories. In addition, expert evaluation was also used
to ensure consistency in the processes of data collection, analysis, conceptualization and integration of
the emerging categories into the data.

Ethical considerations

It is of great importance to observe certain ethical principles before, during and after the research
(Glesne, 2013; Yildinm & Simsek, 2013). In this study, the necessary ethics committee permissions
were obtained and consent forms were obtained from the participants in order to ensure ethical
standards. As part of our commitment to protecting participants' identities, pseudonyms were used
instead of real names. In line with ethical practices, participants were invited to choose their own
pseudonyms, allowing them to engage in the research process more personally. This approach, as
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suggested by Allen and Wiles (2015), emphasizes that pseudonym selection is not just a technical
procedure for anonymity but also an act of personal expression that carries psychological and cultural
significance. By allowing participants to choose their pseudonyms, we acknowledged their agency and
ensured that they felt valued and respected.

Furthermore, all participant data was secured, and audio recordings were encrypted and made
accessible only to the researchers. Original recordings were backed up to minimize the risk of data loss
or damage. In addition, participants were informed about their rights, and their participation was
voluntary, with the freedom to withdraw at any stage without any consequence. The informed consent
process ensured transparency, and a trusting, sensitive relationship was established to foster open and
honest communication.

Findings

The COVID-19 pandemic caused schools to close, education and training activities to be carried out
remotely around the world, and therefore, the transition to digital education. Many teachers have stated
that this process deepened digital inequalities. Within the scope of this research, which is part of a
comprehensive grounded theory study examining digital inequalities in the context of teachers, 23
participating teachers were interviewed and the difficulties they experienced during the epidemic were
revealed.Within the scope of the first question of this research, the difficulties experienced by teachers
in the digital context during the COVID-19 outbreak are shown in Figure 1.

Difficulties faced by teachers during COVID-19 distance education process

Figure 1: Difficulties faced by teachers during COVID-19
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As seen in the Figurel, digital difficulties experienced due to the pandemic are discussed under three
themes. Teacher-related difficulties (33 codings), student-related difficulties (74 codings) and systemic
difficulties experienced with the transition to the distance education system (35 codings) were found as
a result of the interviews.

1. Student-related difficulties

According to the teachers who participated in the study, students also experienced digital inequality in
distance education during the pandemic, the gap between students who had and did not have access
to digital tools and the internet increased, and therefore learning losses occurred. Teachers stated that
most of the digital inequalities they experienced during the pandemic were caused by students (74
coding). According to them, student-related difficulties were; students' digital opportunities, reluctance
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to participate in class, lack of communication, students' inability to protect the privacy of their home life,
students not being followed by their parents, and health problems.

Students' digital opportunities

According to teachers, the students' lack of digital opportunities emerged as the most important
challenge affecting the distance education process. Melek, Merve, Fahriye and Kerem Teachers stated
that their students did not have technological devices and internet access. Counselor Teacher Pinar
explained that students had problems accessing the internet as follows (25.09.2023):

Especially students with less financial means had problems with the internet package. For example, the internet

wasn't enough because even if you attend all classes via ZOOM until the evening, there is something serious.

Later, support was provided to the students, the internet package was provided. But this time, the child is trying
to log in from his phone, for example. It's not like you log in from a computer.

Pinar Teacher emphasized that students needed significant internet access to attend all classes, but not
every student had this opportunity. She also stated that students living in villages faced difficulties
accessing the internet due to a lack of infrastructure. She mentioned that if there were more than one
child in the family, the cost of accessing technology would increase. Zeynep Teacher explained that
students lacked digital opportunities and that students with many siblings participated in distance
education under difficult conditions, as follows: (03.10.2023):

Students have little internet access, little internet access, and little equipment... Classes normally change between
28-30, but fathers are at work. There are a lot of children in a house. Therefore, there is one phone and therefore
no computer... Our children cannot connect to work very much anyway. Even if they connect, fifty percent of them
cannot do anything, so we normally made the course programs 4 hours for a semester, for example, 4 hours for
a science class, we really made them 4 hours. But this time, parents complained. There were problems such as
the number of children is too many, your classes are too many, this one is always connected, the others cannot
connect. Their quotas were finished immediately. There were such problems. Then they increased the internet,
but there are 3-4 children. There are those with 5 siblings. How long will this take for which one? We had a hard
time with that.

Reluctance to participate in class

Teachers stated that some students did not attend classes despite having access to digital tools and the
internet. They stated that the interest shown by students at the beginning of the pandemic decreased
as the distance education process was prolonged. They also emphasized that attending too many online
classes could create "digital blindness" in students. The removal of attendance requirements and the
voluntary nature of class participation were among the factors that increased this reluctance. ibrahim
Teacher explained the decrease in students' interest in distance classes over time as follows
(10/17/2023):

Now, since many lessons are taught remotely, they probably get tired of watching. | mean, it seems very appealing
at first. Look, you listen to a lesson remotely, we will see the teacher. He asks questions etc. Then, the amount of
follow-up on the lesson decreases, he moves on to the other lesson, which he deems more important or avoids
the attention of his family, he does not do it, he does not follow it.

Hakan Teacher explained that students’ interest decreased and they were experiencing ‘digital
blindness’ as follows (25.04.2023):

Standing in front of that monitor for eight hours creates a banality and in this sense, it loses its appeal, it no longer
attracts attention. Since it does not attract attention, students later refrain from attending classes for example...
The fact that it does not attract their attention makes it very banality, and even makes them bored in some cases.
Therefore, blindness occurs towards that monitor and computer screen.

As can be understood from Hakan Teacher's statements, the constant use of technology for education
had become a factor that decreased students' interest and caused reluctance rather than attracting
attention.
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Lack of communication

One of the biggest challenges teachers experienced during the pandemic was the lack of
communication. Students not turning on their cameras during class made the teacher unsure whether
there was an audience in front of them, which made the teacher feel alone. The decision made by the
Ministry of National Education to have students enter the class with their videos turned off for security
reasons further deepened communication problems in online classes. Merve Teacher explained this
situation as follows (08.09.2023): “Their cameras were off. | was explaining to the screen, but | don’t
know who was listening to me. Because they usually live in one-room houses with stoves. Because they
all live together. Not being able to reach so many children caused problems.”

Student's inability to maintain privacy of home life

Teachers stated that students, especially those with low socioeconomic status, were unable to have a
suitable educational environment for their lessons due to their unsuitable and/or crowded home
environments. Family environments had a negative effect on the learning process. A child who did not
have his/her own room had to take lessons with others, which affected his/her concentration and also
had a negative impact on the teacher's ability to teach. For example, Fahriye Teacher explained how
the students' home environment affected the lesson as follows (11.11.2023):

You are teaching here now, while your grandparents are watching in the background. Let me see how you were
going to explain. | mean, | had trouble with these. | have children, my teacher is explaining, do you know, etc. |
can't give a damn, you will continue, the other children lose interest.

It can be observed that the failure to provide students with a suitable learning environment due to
socioeconomic challenges, as well as the lack of digital skills among students and parents, negatively
impact the teacher’s distance education process.

Lack of monitoring of students by their parents

Primary and secondary school teachers, in particular, complained about the lack of adequate
supervision of students by their parents. They stated that students in this age group have more difficulty
in the digital environment and need help. Teachers emphasized that parents should provide appropriate
digital education environments for their children, as well as check whether students are actually following
the lessons. They stated that the responsibility of parents has increased in this context, as students are
outside the school environment during the pandemic. Semra Teacher, a classroom teacher, explained
the difficulty she experienced in this regard as follows (19.09.2023):

When the child is at home, if the parent is not interested, for example if he is working, he comes in and goes out
as he wants. He says he has work to do and goes out. After all, he is a child. He comes in late. They know the
time, for example, | come in regularly, you know. | go in regularly, right down to the minute, you know, to get used
to it. They say you go in, I'm here, for example, in the middle of the lesson, | explain it there. There, he says |
come

Health problems

It was found that there was anxiety due to health problems during the pandemic. For example, Ozlem
Teacher stated that she was worried about her students experiencing health problems during the
pandemic, and that she was concerned not only about catching the virus but also about the potential
discomforts students could experience due to digital tools. She explained the risks of students spending
long periods of time in front of screens as follows (06.11.2023):

My kids were really young. | mean, 7 years old, 6 years old. It was the age when my child had never used a mobile

phone. My students had to use it. So, no matter what he taught us, when you look at the profit and loss, we were
at a loss. For our age group.
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Ozlem Teacher emphasized that digital tools and the internet caused addiction in students, and that this
situation was harmful to both muscle and eye health. She stated that excessive use of technology in
lessons has negative effects on both the learning process and the health of students. (Researcher notes,
06.11.2023).

2. System-related difficulties

In the study, teachers stated that they carried out distance education during the pandemic through the
EIN (Education Information Network) platform. However, there were connection problems on this digital
platform from time to time, which negatively affected both students and teachers. In addition, the lack of
measurement and evaluation in the distance education process and the decisions taken by the ministry
regarding students' attendance in class brought about various difficulties.

Internet infrastructure and connection problems

At the beginning of the pandemic, when distance education was introduced, teachers were assigned
lessons and classes to teach via EIN. Thus, teachers and students met on the EIN platform and began
teaching lessons. However, in the early days, there were many connection problems, as well as issues
with internet infrastructure and speed. Sometimes, teachers could not connect to the lesson, and at
other times, students could not log in to the lesson. Regarding this, Merve Teacher said, “Our students
came to the schools for lessons, but frankly, the Zoom and internet infrastructure at that time was not
very developed and we always had problems with the connections.” (08.09.2023).

Kerem Teacher also said that there were connection problems and that these problems were all over
the country. Ali Teacher explained that this problem was more common in the villages as follows
(12.06.2023):

Our problem was, there is no problem mostly in city centers and places with good internet. There were many
connection problems in these villages. There is no infrastructure, now there is no internet infrastructure... For
example, | asked Tilrk Telekom about the lack of infrastructure, cable, the husband of our friend here was also a
manager there. He said there was nothing, there was not enough cable, it was laid underground. These works
are done in city centers first. Then he said it will go there. The guy takes here as a priority. Those fiber cables and
such exist in these city centers, they do not exist there. That was our problem.

Itis understood that the EIN system did not have the infrastructure to support the simultaneous teaching
of all courses across the country, especially at the beginning of the pandemic, and that efforts were
made to address connection and internet infrastructure problems later.

Problems related to assessment, evaluation and class participation

The removal of exams during the distance education process and the use of first-term grades in the
second term made it difficult for teachers to conduct measurement and evaluation. This situation
negatively affected students' attendance and interest in classes. Zeynep Teacher stated that there was
no evaluation dimension as follows (03.10.2023):

Evaluation is a completely separate dimension, we consider that we could not evaluate it. Unfortunately, it did
not seem like we evaluated it very much. To be honest, we thought we were evaluating ourselves, but
unfortunately we could not evaluate it.

The absence of assessment and evaluation greatly affected class participation. Teachers stated that
only very interested students attended class continuously.

Assigning too many courses to teachers or not assigning any at all

During the distance education process, teachers and their classes were defined on the EIN platform,
and weekly lesson hours were assigned to the teachers. However, there were problems with this at the
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beginning of the process. Guidance Teacher Pinar explained the difficulty she experienced regarding
this issue as follows (25.09.2023):

Now, first of all, since our branch is guidance, we were not assigned a guidance class. So, first we had a period

when we did not know what to do. Then, during that process, | informed the parents, students, teachers via ZOOM

about the process and psychological resilience.
Guidance counselors do not attend certain classes and lesson hours because they have individual
meetings with students. This situation caused difficulties for school administrators in assigning lessons
to guidance counselors on EIN. Pinar Teacher tried to overcome this situation through her own efforts;
she preferred to reach students and parents via ZOOM instead of EIN. Later, she stated that she had
one-on-one meetings with students who wanted to do so remotely. Hilmi Teacher, a Motor Vehicle
Technology teacher at a vocational high school, stated that it was not possible to conduct workshop
lessons remotely and that the number of assigned lessons was too high for his branch, as follows
(20.09.2023):

There are some lessons that are ten hours a day, for example. They wanted us to teach for ten hours. Of course,
what can you teach in ten hours? First, we prepared for it from morning to night in front of the computer. We
have books, we downloaded them as pdfs to our computer. Then, of course, we found the necessary videos
etc. to complete this time. We started somehow.

Hilmi Teacher emphasized that he had difficulty teaching the same lesson for ten hours. He said that
most of these ten hours of lessons were workshop lessons, and that students normally had to do
practical work. Feyza Teacher, an ICT teacher, also stated that they taught the same class for long
periods and evaluated the lessons in different ways. She tried to enrich the lesson with videos and aimed
to provide students with different digital skills in connection with the content of the lesson. They began
carrying out the activities for the projects they were working on during this process.

Security issues of remote communication platforms

Many teachers stated that they did not know about ZOOM when they first started distance education.
Not knowing all the features of ZOOM brought about many security problems. Pinar Teacher gave the
following example of the situations experienced (25.09.2023):

...... While one of our teachers was teaching a lesson, a connection was suddenly established. | don't know how
it happened, maybe while the students were playing a game on a game called Discord, for example, the teacher
suddenly heard a swear word. Imagine a class of 20 people and he couldn't stop it at that moment, for example.
He had to turn off the computer immediately. He didn't know what to do, | mean, if this had been done in a physical
face-to-face education under normal conditions, a different solution could have been found for this...
This process was a negative experience for both teachers and students. The teacher had to end her
lesson because she had difficulty dealing with emergencies. Due to security concerns, students did not
turn on their cameras and mostly kept their voices off. Pinar Teacher also drew attention to the

importance of this situation and emphasized the necessity of cybersecurity.
3. Teacher-related difficulties

Some of the digital inequalities experienced during the pandemic stemmed from teachers, as they were
inadequate in digital skills and did not fully understand how distance education would work. In addition,
teachers' inability to access the necessary digital tools and the lack of suitable materials for distance
education were identified as some of the difficulties experienced by teachers.

First shock: not knowing about distance education

In the interviews, all teachers stated that they did not know exactly what to do at the beginning or which
features they should use in EIN and ZOOM. Due to these uncertainties, they had to cope with feelings
of confusion, anxiety, and inadequacy at first. Melek Teacher stated that she panicked because she did
not know how to provide distance education (07.09.2023):
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Now, at first, | was very scared, of course, about how | would give it, how | would prepare. Because you are scared

because you don't know computers very well. After that, | talked to a few teacher friends and we downloaded

ZOOM to the computer at home. After that, | downloaded the ZOOM program, but | don't know how to use it.

Then, one day, | called our younger neighbors, teacher friends. How are we going to do it? Come and tell me,

that kind of learning.
Melek Teacher stated that she was afraid of providing distance education because her computer skills
were not sufficient. However, since she had to learn, she got help from others and tried to learn what to
do by downloading the necessary program. Teacher Nazan also explained the process of starting

distance education as follows (24.11.2023):

Frankly, | learned that there was something called ZOOM when we started remote lessons. When | was told that
we would be doing lessons on such a platform, | did some research. As | said, my own children were useful in
this area. Because yes, how do | start a lesson from ZOOM, | watched a video on YouTube to be honest. Here is
how it is done, what is done. | downloaded the application to my phone. | downloaded the program to my computer
in the same way. | worked a little, but when | first started lessons, | didn't know all the details. Students would join
under different names. Or sometimes they would sabotage my lesson. They would draw or write things on the
screen. Then | did some research on it, it turns out that we can authorize. We can get their authorization from
there, etc..
Selim Teacher explained that especially those in the numerical fields had difficulty using the application

(26.05.2023):

So when we talked, | think the most difficult part was the numerical courses because it is very difficult to progress
without writing or creating a diagram. Especially in mathematics, for example, | can somehow progress more
easily with videos and slides, but it is more difficult to progress without doing a calculation or writing and drawing
the steps required for that calculation. When we talked, the ones who had the most difficulty were Mathematics
and Science.

When the distance education process started, teachers experienced difficulties due to the necessity of
explaining by drawing figures or solving questions in numerical branches, as well as a lack of sufficient
information and tools. During the interviews, Selim Teacher stated that some teachers found alternative
methods at the beginning of the process. For example, he mentioned teachers who used the refrigerator
door as a board or who took a whiteboard and solved problems in front of the camera. Over time,
teachers tried to compensate for these deficiencies by acquiring the necessary digital tools (Researcher
notes, 20.09.2023).

Shortage of materials, time and plans

Teachers stated that they could not find suitable materials during the distance education process. In
addition, some teachers mentioned that they could not plan the lesson time well and had difficulty filling
the time. Some teachers emphasized that they experienced these problems due to their branches. Since
the narrative technique was used more in distance education, communication with students was not as
effective as face-to-face, and the lesson durations were long; this caused difficulty in managing the
remaining time. Hilmi Teacher had the problem of not being able to effectively evaluate the ten-hour
lesson period, which also included workshop lessons. Feyza Teacher stated that more preliminary
preparation and planning were required in distance education, otherwise gaps would occur during the
lesson.

Teachers in branches such as Physical Education, Music, and Visual Arts had difficulty filling the lesson
times. In these courses, which are focused on practice, distance education created problems. Visual
Arts teacher Kivang expressed this situation as follows (08.06.2023): “We cannot have children draw
pictures or anything like that on the screen anyway. | worked on it theoretically, gave theoretical
information, and gave research assignments. We went through these. We did not really get into drawing,
in fact.”. They taught the course, which should have been focused on practice, by watching informative
videos or showing presentations. There was a deficiency in terms of the course outcomes.
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Inadequate digital skills

The difficulties experienced during the pandemic, especially in finding materials, making plans, and not
knowing or not immediately understanding the features of applications such as ZOOM and EIN, were
due to the fact that teachers did not have sufficient digital skills. There were statements regarding this
in the interviews conducted with teachers. Pinar Teacher gave an example of what teachers with
inadequate digital skills experienced during this process (25.09.2023):

For example, | remember, my neighbor's child was going to primary school. His teacher never knew how to

open ZOOM. For example, that child did not have a third grade while other children were having lessons. This

self-development period may have been one year, and he may not have been able to develop even now. Then

they changed classes anyway. He could not learn. For example, | remember that the child was not attending

the lessons while other students were attending. | think it was because of the teacher's skill, there is a lot of
inequality like this.

The teacher's inability to use ZOOM and overcome this problem caused her to be unable to teach the
lesson, resulting in a loss of education for her students. The fact that one class did not attend the lesson
while the other students did resulted in inequality for the students. Beyza Teacher (31.10.2023) also
described the situation of her colleagues as "Of course, some teachers could not use it much, they could
not master it, they could not write, maybe because it was almost like an empty lesson." Beyza Teacher
also added in her statements that especially teachers who were a little older could not progress digitally.

Insufficient technological tools

During the distance education process, not only students but also some teachers had difficulty accessing
digital tools. Especially when other family members were also providing or receiving distance education,
the digital tools at home were inadequate. Melike Teacher described her situation as follows
(08.11.2023):

My son and daughter are at home, they are university students, they use the internet as two people, they took
remote lessons. My husband, I; my husband is also a teacher, and | am four people. We had a structural problem
for a few days. But, let me say we got along, | mean we called right away during that time. Right away, there
are four of us at home, teachers and students. Our problem was solved right then, because we absolutely had
to solve this structural problem. ...Then we need to write. | forgot the name of that thing, but what was it, a
digital pen. We got that later. But first we found a board, we put a board to teach lessons at home. So, some
things entered our lives. We learned it out of necessity. We tried to adapt. Of course, in the meantime. You had
problems until you learned.

Melike Teacher experienced problems with both the internet infrastructure and the lack of sufficient
computers and tablets due to everyone in the house being in distance education during the distance
education process. As a Math teacher, she also needed a digital pen or a graphic tablet.

Challenges of working from home

Most teachers faced multiple responsibilities because they also assumed the role of parents at home.
While they had to attend classes assigned by the school, they also had to take care of their children and
fulfill other responsibilities at home. This situation caused their workload to increase. Pinar Teacher
explained some of the problems teachers experienced as follows (25.09.2023):

So, | think for teachers, being able to work from home because normally we come and go from school routinely
and all our plans are like this. For example, a babysitter could not be arranged for those who have children.
Because the pandemic, because the disease can be transmitted. This time, the teacher tried to attend the
lesson with her child at home. | think she had to do these or the responsibilities she had to do online, but since
not everyone's computer skills are that good, | think it's both working from home and fighting the disease at that
job.
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Contributions of the pandemic process in the digital context

Within the scope of the second research question, it was also discovered what the digital gains of
teacherwere during the COVID-19 process, and it was revealed that distance education had many
benefits. The digital contributions expressed by the teachers are shown in Figure 2:

Figure 2. Contributions of the pandemic in the digital context
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The contributions of distance education were discussed from the perspective of teachers (66 codings),
systemic perspective (7 codings) and students (6 codings).

1. Contributions to teachers

Although they stated that they had a lot of difficulty in digital terms during the pandemic process, they
also mentioned that they learned a lot by the end of the process and that this experience contributed to
them. The contributions of this process, as experienced by the teachers, included the development of
their digital skills, learning from each other, being able to find appropriate materials, and teaching more
efficiently.

Development of teachers’ digital skills

Many teachers stated that their digital skills had improved during the pandemic. They mentioned that
they had learned to use the EIN and ZOOM platforms during the distance education process and that
they no longer faced any difficulties in this regard. Regarding this issue, Melek Teacher said
(07.09.2023): “At least | learned how to use ZOOM. After that, | learned how to choose the duration,
how to do things, all of them one by one.” She stated that she had progressed digitally. Similarly, Nazan
Teacher stated that she had learned ZOOM thanks to distance education (24.11.2023):

As | said in the digital sense, if there was no pandemic and | would not be doing remote lessons, | would not have
tried to learn ZOOM. You know, that comes to mind and of course ZOOM is just an example here, but | would not
sit and think about how this content would be shared online, what needs to be done.

Kerem Teacher, who has good digital skills, stated that he learned ZOOM better as follows
(16.05.2023):

Maybe ninety percent of our teachers had not used a platform called EIN or ZOOM, some were new to ZOOM. |

won't lie, | had used it a few times but | had never used it this actively. | didn't know it had many different features.

We were usually always participants. This was the first time we were in the position of administrator. Of course,

this gave us a different experience.
Hakan Teacher (02.05.2023) also emphasized that distance education during the pandemic was
beneficial for teachers by saying, “Teachers learned how to use computers, programs, and screen
sharing.” Selim Teacher also stated that teachers’ digital skills improved and they gained experience
on how to provide distance education (26.05.2023):
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If we think differently. In other words, our lesson was a bit like a television program. Maybe the ability to broadcast
according to a certain plan has developed. We had never tried something like this. Here is the introduction,
development, conclusion, in between, he transferred the activities we do in the normal lesson to the digital... We
also wrote about the mouse, or | don't know, it had been a subject of much interest on television. We started with
the refrigerator door on a white surface like that, then when we got some more equipment, it started to look better,
we made the cameras better. | don't know, we made the lighting better. It somehow developed in the process.

Teachers stated that they turned to digital environments more frequently to find materials or participate
in other training sessions and meetings during the distance education process. In this way, they
developed a more active and inquisitive attitude in the digital context. Kerem Teacher stated that he
became particularly aware of EIN's resources (09.05.2023):

We always provided face-to-face education. We were a little bit outside of this digital education, how can | say
it, we didn't know it could happen this much. It was like we were in a bit of a pickle. When we were in a pickle,
we started to log in to EIN more. We started to log in to the site 10 times a day, which we normally log in to
maybe 10 times a year. You either have to look at some parts of it and learn something. Sometimes you learn
with questions, that's how it is now.

Similar to what Kerem Teacher said, Meltem Teacher stated that this change in teachers was
inevitable (14.03.2024):

| can only say this on behalf of the education community, teachers. | am sure that many people did not use
technology in this way. They could not use it, they did not intend to use it, but we were forced to do so that many
people learned many things with it.

Selim Teacher also stated that they had to use different technological tools during this process and
gained the ability to teach remotely as follows (26.05.2023):

We can now do something that we normally never experience and don't need to do, at least we can use a
graphic tablet, that is, at least we can use a computer, tablet, phone, many things together at the same time for
a purpose. If we think differently. In other words, our lesson became a bit like a television program. Maybe the
ability to make a broadcast according to a certain plan has developed. We have never tried something like this.
Here is the introduction, development, conclusion, in between, we transferred the activities we do in normal
lessons to digital. We watched the videos from there. We transferred all the audio, writing, you know, to this
process. Many of the things we do in class.

Zeynep Teacher stated that teachers renewed themselves digitally and their digital awareness
increased with the following words (03.10.2023):

As | said on my behalf earlier, when you work in rural areas, you inevitably become dull. Actually, | can say that
its only benefit was to shake off the dust on us. Maybe it didn't work for everyone, but it really did help teachers
in terms of bringing digital awareness, reflecting it on life, into the lesson.

Teachers stated that they added situations such as teaching lessons or attending meetings via online
platforms to their lives after the pandemic. For example, Meltem Teacher said (14.03.2023): “Then what
happened, now we see that many educations can be done online. Many seminars. Right? It actually
caused a great comfort in our lives.”

Teachers stated that they turned to digital environments more frequently to find materials or participate
in other training sessions and meetings during the distance education process. In this way, they
developed a more active and inquisitive attitude in the digital context. Kerem Teacher stated that he
became particularly aware of EIN's resources.

Learning from each other, digital solidarity

Teachers learned a lot from each other and their students during the pandemic. They overcame many
problems thanks to cooperation, which was very important in the development of digital skills. ibrahim
Teacher stated that he used materials developed by a colleague from his branch, who was in another
city, during distance education. Meltem Teacher stated that she received a lot of help from her students,
saying that there was no age for learning. Especially during lessons, she tried to solve problems by
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asking her students about ZOOM-related issues immediately and learned many features of ZOOM.
Feyza Teacher, who is a computer teacher, was the person who solved the problems of her colleagues
and helped them. Feyza Teacher explained the method they followed in this process (10.10.2023):

When there was a problem, we had tables like this. Everyone would write down the problems they were
experiencing there. For example, when | saw them, we could see who was experiencing what problem...... I
had prepared the infrastructure for that. Teachers would log in. When there was a problem, they would contact
me directly. When there was a deficiency or technical problem in teachers, | would provide them with support
anyway. Wherever and however they were experiencing problems, we would establish remote desktop
connections or solve them with live support in any case. Suggestions were made about what they could use.
We had friends who used it. For example, we would share our experiences with each other by saying, “I used
this in my class, | did this”. In some jobs, this is antropy, this is starboard, that is writing related, in some jobs,
we would buy a graphic tablet and do something with it and provide support.

Feyza Teacher prepared a table to show the problems experienced by her teacher friends in distance
education and made a kind of needs analysis. In this way, she became aware of the problems of both
students and teachers, solved them or produced alternatives for the solution.

Finding appropriate materials and teaching efficiently

While some teachers stated that they had difficulty finding or preparing course materials for distance
education, others stated that they did not have any problems in this regard. For example, Zehra Teacher
found a computer-compatible version of the textbook and taught her lessons in this way. In addition,
some teachers stated that distance education saved them time. Nazan Teacher explained that she
saved time as follows (24.11.2023):

...for those who manage to lead their lives in a planned and programmed manner. Because we heard criticisms
like, teacher, the lessons were remote anyway, we never got up. We were sleeping until the evening. There
were also those who said | didn't do anything, but one of them, especially the one | saw in my own children,
complained like this when school started after the pandemic, how nice it was that | was both listening to my
lessons during the coronavirus and also taking time for myself at work, | don't know, doing sports, | had time to
rest, etc., but | don't think it's valid for everyone.

Nazan Teacher stated that distance education is beneficial for students and teachers who work in a
planned and organized manner, and that it provides extra time for those who work in this way.

2. Contributions to students

During the pandemic, many students needed digital tools. Some schools attempted to provide digital
tools to students who could not access them due to economic reasons. In this way, efforts were made
to reduce the digital inequality experienced by students.

Assistance in accessing technological tools

Feyza Teacher stated that they created a spreadsheet at her school and recorded the digital problems
experienced by teachers. They also indicated in this table the students who could not attend the lesson
in their classes or who had a lack of computers and tablets. In this way, the school helped students who
were not in good financial situations and provided them with access to digital tools. Feyza Teacher
expressed this situation (10.10.2023): “We were providing the necessary support, for example, when
there was a student who did not have a computer, the school could provide support in this sense. Or
when there was such a thing as tablet computer support from the district, we would go and install them.”

Ensuring student participation
Although it was stated that student participation decreased as the pandemic period progressed, there

were also teachers who stated that they achieved student participation, especially in younger age
groups. Ozlem Teacher explained the process she experienced as follows (06.11.2023) :
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We always worked with parents. If the mother and child entered together, because there was no possibility of the
child doing it. | mean, he opened and joined, his mother went and came but the mothers were always there or
when | said show or the sound was going in and out, we worked with adults. Otherwise, when we started the
lesson, closed it, and entered, our time would be 30 minutes, so we couldn't use it. That's why, during the time
we were teaching the lesson, our children participated under the supervision of their parents.

These statements also highlight the importance of following up with parents and supporting students
during the pandemic. Supporting students at the kindergarten and primary school levels, particularly in
terms of technology, was seen as very effective for ensuring class attendance. In this way, teachers
were able to manage the distance education process effectively and deliver their lessons.

3. Systemic contributions

During the pandemic, there were many issues with EIN, leading to disruptions in lessons due to
disconnections. However, these problems were largely resolved over time, and several systemic
improvements were made in terms of digital infrastructure. Key contributions included realizing that
distance education is possible, strengthening the digital infrastructure of schools, and enhancing
learning management systems.

Realizing that distance education is possible

During the pandemic process, it was realized that distance education could be used in emergency
situations. Kerem Teacher made the following statements regarding this situation (09.05.2023):

Teachers, all of our friends who are teachers right now during the pandemic, | think they have seen what
distance education is and how it can be made more efficient, and from now on, even if we don't have a problem,
they have seen that education can be done remotely and can be made efficient remotely... We were a little bit
outside of this digital education, how can | say it, we didn't know it could happen this much. It was like we were
in a bit of a difficult situation. When we were in a difficult situation, we started to enter EIN more.

Digital Development of Schools

In addition to the digital development of teachers during the pandemic, it was also emphasized that
schools had digital infrastructure developments. School administrators worked to improve the digital
infrastructure of their schools. Feyza Teacher explained that there were changes in her school that were
like a digital revolution with the pandemic (10.10.2023):

Our school was not a school that had any digital competence before. Even when something was being done, it
was done using the old paperwork method. In other words, we had transferred these to the digital environment.
I don't know, we were all using the exam paper padlet account. The school had a separate account, a classroom
account. All document transcripts were published there. Everyone's board meetings were published there.
Course schedules, everything was transparently published on the common class account or on this digital board
account, and the projects to be done, the outputs related to the projects, what are the social activities held at
the school? We were publishing e-magazines for these on a semester basis. Our students were taking part in
the online magazine. Their content was published. In this sense, it was a period of firsts for the school. In this
sense, the administration had great support and contribution. Because, as you know, our administration
supports whatever is best for the student. We support everything that will be good for the student. As long as
the teacher does it. They had this understanding. In that sense, they contributed a lot to us.

Feyza Teacher stated that her school had the goal of becoming a digital school with the pandemic
process. She said that the school administrators had a great influence on setting this goal. Feyza
Teacher stated that projects requiring digital skills increased during this process with the following words
(10.10.2023):

For example, three eTwinning projects were carried out at the school during that period when these eTwinning
projects were started. Coding activities, codebit activities, etc. were done, two different things were done. We
published two school magazines, in this sense, it was something that was published for the first time in the
district. In this sense, we did all of our social activities for us. We did them for digital. Our students took part in
every social activity. These were also shared in the school's digital archive. We created a digital archive for the
school to show the digital potential of the school again.
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Distance education during the pandemic emerged as a driving force that increased the digital
opportunities of schools and created a more digital learning environment. The attitude of school
administrators was also crucial in this process. The active participation of both students and teachers in
school activities was seen as a key contribution of distance education during the pandemic. It was
observed that digital inequalities were reduced by strengthening the school's digital infrastructure and
addressing systemic issues.

Enrichment of EIN (Education Information Network)

EIN was enriched in terms of materials. Everyone realized that distance education could be used in
emergencies. Kerem Teacher stated that distance education is possible with the following sentences
(16.05.2023):

In my opinion, we have achieved very good results in this process. Because before, we thought that traditional
face-to-face education was a useful education and maybe the only education system. We were not even aware
of another alternative.

Kerem Teacher also emphasized that EIN was enriched in terms of materials in this process

(09.05.2023):

Here it is in terms of content. Because, as | said, we had teachers who were perhaps well versed in technology
but did not use EIN much. When they saw EIN, they said that we can contribute here, and they added content.

Discussions and Conclusions

During the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers encountered various challenges in the digital context they
experienced. As a result of the interviews conducted with teachers within the scope of this study, the
challenges experienced by teachers during the COVID-19 process were grouped under three main
categories: Student-related, system-related, and teacher-related challenges.

Student-related problems included limited access to technology, lack of student engagement,
communication barriers, privacy concerns, parental involvement, and health concerns. Research in the
literature also supports these findings. Studies have shown that students experience difficulties related
to not being able to access technological tools for online learning (Qutishat et al., 2022), reluctance to
attend classes (Hussain & Nauman, 2023), lack of communication (Zarei & Fooladvand, 2022),
problems such as not being able to protect the privacy of students' home life (Majeed & Hwang, 2021),
parents not being able to adequately monitor their children's educational process (Bahiroh & Madijid,
2022), and concerns about health problems (Buffel et al., 2022). Akyildiz and Yurtbakan (2021) state
that communication barriers both between students and teachers and among students themselves
hinder the learning process and social development. In addition, health concerns, including concerns
about the impact of the pandemic on physical and mental health, have added an extra layer of stress
and anxiety to students’ lives (Kaplan et al., 2021). Kazak and Karaahmetoglu (2023) discussed health
problems that occurred during the distance education process, stating that being inactive for long
periods of time and constantly being in front of a screen caused both physical and psychological
problems. As a result, the COVID-19 pandemic has presented students with numerous challenges that
affect their mental health, educational experiences, and overall well-being. Overcoming these
challenges requires a multifaceted approach that takes into account technological access,
communication, privacy protection, parental involvement, and health concerns to effectively support
students during these unprecedented times. The importance of the student’s environment, which is
specific to the student and the classroom, has also been supported by research for distance education
to be effective. Mohan et al. (2020) concluded in their study that problems arising from the home
environment prevent a quiet environment in the home environment, thus emphasizing that it is difficult
to create a quiet environment in distance education. In addition, Kurt, Kandemir, and Celik (2020) stated
in their study that problems arising from the home environment make online education challenging.
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Therefore, for the distance education process to be effective in the context of students, it has become
necessary to provide equal access to technology, take the necessary e-security measures, assist
parents in providing their children with the necessary educational environment, and develop a plan
considering potential health-related damages..

In this study, the difficulties related to teachers included not being accustomed to the distance education
process, not knowing digital platforms and applications, not being able to provide appropriate materials,
not being able to adjust lesson duration and planning, insufficient digital skills, limited access to
technological tools, and the limitations of working from home. Studies conducted during this period have
shown that these obstacles were widely observed during the COVID-19 pandemic not only in Turkiye
but also in many countries (Perry et al., 2021; Ulla & Perales, 2021; Yong et al., 2021). The transition to
distance education has underlined the importance of support structures for teachers. Studies have
emphasized the importance of collaboration between colleagues, professional learning communities,
and online communities of practice in providing emotional, pedagogical, and technical support to
educators (Artacho et al., 2020; Atkins & Danley, 2020). In addition, teacher training programs have
been determined to be very important in developing digital competence and encouraging teaching
innovation, especially in the context of lifelong learning (Guo, 2022). In the context of teachers, it has
been determined that the training needs of teachers regarding distance education should be met as a
priority within the framework of the difficulties that have emerged during the pandemic. Moreover, it has
been understood that providing continuous support services regarding distance education is important
for the development of teachers. Teachers should also be supported in terms of technological tools and
materials.

There have also been difficulties classified as system-related problems during the pandemic. These
difficulties have been determined as internet infrastructure and connection, measurement and
evaluation, class participation, problems assigning lessons to teachers, and security problems on
distance learning platforms. The negative impact of poor internet connection and infrastructure on online
lessons during the pandemic has also been found in other studies (Zainal and Yunus, 2022). In addition,
the lack of sufficient internet access and infrastructure has been considered a significant obstacle
affecting the effectiveness of online learning for both educators and students (Ghafar et al., 2021;
Nasution and Ramazan, 2021). Regarding educational difficulties, difficulties have been observed in
assigning lessons to teachers and ensuring active participation in the lesson (Virgin et al., 2021;
Widaningsih et al., 2022). Teachers in remote areas have faced difficulties due to inadequate
infrastructure, student readiness, and students' fluctuating motivation levels during online teaching
(Virgin et al., 2021). At the beginning of the pandemic, these problems can be considered inevitable.
However, the long duration of the process has left the expectation and desire to solve the problems
related to the system. Based on the research in the literature and the findings of this research, it has
been understood that a strong system infrastructure is needed for the distance education process to be
effective in emergencies such as epidemics. In this process, it is necessary to determine in advance
which online tools will be used in the country and to make regular updates. Otherwise, no matter how
good the skills of the teachers and the readiness of the students are, an efficient education and training
will not be provided.

Teachers also stated that distance education had many benefits during the pandemic. These benefits
were classified into three categories: contributions to teachers, contributions to students, and systemic
contributions. The development of digital skills, learning from each other, the development of digital
solidarity, finding appropriate materials for lessons, and saving time were identified as the contributions
of this process to teachers. Consistent with these findings, research has shown that emergency distance
education during the pandemic positively affected teachers' ability to design online lessons and support
remote classes. The open, self-organizing, and collaborative nature of online lessons was effective in
improving teachers' ability to adapt to the new teaching environment (Jimoyiannis et al., 2021). Daniel
(2020) also supported these findings by underlining the importance of distance learning and stating that
EIN led to the development of platforms. This shift toward digital education has been an important
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response to the challenges posed by the pandemic, highlighting the need for solid digital infrastructures
in schools.

It has also been found that education during the pandemic has had systemic contributions. The fact that
teachers used EIN very frequently during online education has enriched EIN in terms of materials.
Everyone has realized that distance education can be conducted in emergencies. In addition to these,
efforts have been made to improve the digital infrastructure of schools. iskenderoglu and
Konyalihatipoglu (2021) also stated that teachers benefited more from EIN during online education,
which led to the enrichment of the platform's resources. It has been emphasized that it is widely accepted
that distance education is possible and useful in emergencies (Aydin, 2021). Research has also stated
that efforts are underway to improve the digital infrastructure of schools (Yakut & igbay, 2021). The
pandemic has enabled the challenges of internet connection problems, hardware limitations, and
teachers' lack of experience in using the system effectively to be addressed, and has significantly
increased the integration of technology into education (Turker & Diindar, 2020).

In summary, research shows that the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the adoption of technology
in education. This highlights the importance of distance learning tools such as EIN, the need for
infrastructure improvements, and the necessity of evaluating and improving the distance education
process. The challenges and benefits of the pandemic are shown in Figure 3. The red signs represent
challenges, while the blue signs represent the opportunities of the COVID-19 distance education
process:

Figure 3. Challenges and opportunities of COVID-19 distance education process
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The distance education carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic presented numerous challenges,
but over time, these challenges have led to positive contributions for teachers, students, and the
education system. One of the most significant outcomes was the emphasis on the importance of
teachers' digital leadership, which highlighted the necessity of technological integration in education.
Additionally, the critical role of platforms such as EIN accelerated the adoption of technology in
education. However, this process also exposed the need for improvements in the digital infrastructure
of schools and the ongoing evaluation and development of distance education processes.
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To address these challenges and improve the efficiency of distance education, several measures must
be implemented. First, schools' digital infrastructures must be strengthened by ensuring fast internet
access and updating necessary software. Training programs on digital literacy and technology
integration should be incorporated into educational curricula to enhance the digital skills of both teachers
and students. Furthermore, special training programs to develop teachers' digital leadership skills should
be organized, with experienced teachers serving as mentors. By developing comprehensive and
accessible course materials for distance education, the teaching process can be facilitated, and student
participation can be increased. Establishing continuous feedback mechanisms to regularly gather
insights from teachers, students, and parents will contribute to the ongoing improvement of the system.
Additionally, special programs and resources should be made available for disadvantaged groups to
reduce digital inequalities and ensure equal access to distance education opportunities for all students.

While studies on teachers' digital competencies and the challenges faced during the pandemic align
with the findings of this research, our study offers some notable differences and contributions.
Specifically, we emphasize the potential of increasing teachers' digital competencies to reduce digital
inequalities in education, with a particular focus on the concept of digital leadership. Although existing
research suggests that improving teachers' digital skills can enhance educational success (Dhawan,
2020; Konig et al., 2020; Sorokolit, 2024), one of the unique contributions of our study is its stronger
focus on addressing the inequalities exacerbated by COVID-19.

In line with other studies that identify systemic challenges such as internet infrastructure and limitations
on online platforms (Almaiah et al., 2020; Sahu, 2020), our research also stresses the importance of
teacher collaboration and continuous professional development in digital education (Adarkwah, 2020).
This unique contribution emphasizes the need for ongoing efforts to permanently increase teachers'
digital competencies, especially in the post-pandemic era.

In conclusion, the findings of this study suggest that the challenges faced in digital education during the
COVID-19 pandemic should not be seen merely as a short-term crisis but as long-term opportunities for
digital transformation in education. Strengthening teachers' digital skills, enhancing digital education
infrastructure, and providing continuous support for educators are essential steps in ensuring that the
lessons learned during the pandemic lead to meaningful, lasting improvements in education.
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