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Abstract. This study investigated teachers’ experience of distant teaching in conditions
of COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown in spring 2020 and aimed to present a successful case
of teachers organizing their work and maintaining their mental health under the pressure
of the pandemic. To achieve this aim, a case study design was chosen, and interviews
with five teachers from one of Berlin’s private bilingual Russian-German schools were
conducted. The interviews included blocks of questions on a) the changing context of work
and life, b) stress level self-assessment and coping strategies used, and c) teachers’ ideas
about the future. Furthermore, the results of the interviews were generated through content
analysis. The findings of the present case identified several supportive factors that decrease
psychological stress: school administrative and technical support and the maintenance
of workload at almost the same level as that before the transition to distant teaching.
Other coping strategies that act as preventive factors supporting mental health were also
identified: positive rethinking of the situation; seeking social support; and maintaining work-
life balance through self-care, physical activities and hobbies. Implications of the present
findings are provided.
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Aunnomauus. B pamkax MCCICIOBaHHS U3y4ayiCs OIBIT yYUTENCH BO BpeMs JIUCTaH-
HMOHHOTO 00yueHus B yciousx nangaemun COVID-19 u nokmayna Becuoit 2020 roaa,
UX OIEHKA TePEKUBAEMOTO UMHU IICHXOJIOTHYECKOT0 cTpecca U (paKTOPOB, BIUSIONIIUX
Ha HETO, a TAKXKe CTPaTEerui, P MMOMOIIN KOTOPBIX OHM MBITAIHCH cebe moMoub. B naHHOM
CTaTbe MBI MPEJCTABISIEM ONMCAHUE YHUKAJIBLHOTO Keiica ycIlemHol opranu3ainui pabo-
Thl B U3MCHUBIIUXCS YCIOBUSX. B paboTe mpecTaBieH aHallu3 UHTEPBBIO C YUUTEISIMU
13 OJTHOM YaCTHOU HEMEIKO-PyCcCKoH 1Kokl ropoaa bepiuna (OPIY). IHTepBHIO COCTOSIIO
U3 CIIEIYIONUX TEMAaTHUYeCKUX OJIOKOB: a) 00 M3MEHEHUSIX B )KU3HU U paboTte, 0) 0 CyObek-
TUBHOM OLIEHKE YUYUTEJIEN: HAXOAATCA JIM OHU B CTPECCE U KaKWe CTpaTeruu coBiajia-
HUSI OHU UCIIOJIB3YIOT, B) O MPEJICTABICHUSAX yUUTENICH 0 OyaylieM: Kak OyyT BBITJISIICTh
MX KU3Hb ¥ padoTa mociie naHjaeMuu. Pe3ynprarel HHTEPBBIO OBLIH MTPOAHATH3UPOBAHBI
C TOMOIIbI0 KOHTCHT-aHaJIN3a. BbIJIO BBISIBIIEHO, YTO aMHUHHUCTPATUBHAS M TEXHUYECKAs
MOJIePIKKA MIKOJIBI M COXPAHEHUE HATrPy3KH ITOYTH HA TOM K€ YPOBHE, YTO U JI0 Iepexo/ia
Ha JAMCTaHIIMOHHOE 00yUYCHHUE, CHIKAIOT YPOBEHB MICHXOJIOTHUECcKoro crpecca. [1o pesynbra-
TaM pabOThI TAKKe OBUTH ONIPEACICHBI MPOAYKTHUBHBIC CTPATEIMH COBIAaHUSI CO CTPECCOM:
MO3UTUBHOE MIEPEOCMBICTICHHE CUTYallUH; TIOUCK COLUABHON MOAICPIKKH; OIACPKAHIE
Oanmanca MexXIy paOOTOH M JIMYHOM KHU3HBIO MMOCPEACTBOM 3a00THI 0 cebe, Pu3nueckon
AKTUBHOCTHU U X000u. OOCyKaaeTcs MPUKIIAIHOE 3HAUYCHUE HACTOSIIIUX BHIBOJIOB.
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Introduction

pivot to remote teaching, resulting in significant, global changes to typical

instructional practices. Teachers, as front-line workers in the education
system, were tasked with quickly implementing new teaching practices in ways that
promoted student learning while maximizing student safety. As known from previous
studies, any restructuring of the organism and its adaptation to changed conditions
is accompanied by the experience of stress (Fink, 2017). An important question that
psychologists have been investigating for more than half a century is how to cope
with stress as safely as possible and what strategies can help in this coping (Lazarus,
& Folkman, 1984). The pandemic required many people to restructure their lives,
and the issue of coping strategies has become most urgent (Holmes et al., 2020).

In the first wave of the pandemic in the spring of 2020, the psychological
health of different groups of the population was monitored to determine what kind
of assistance should be offered in the possible subsequent lockdowns. This study
is focused on teachers’ mental health: the level of experienced psychological stress,
factors that mitigate or exacerbate it, and coping strategies to develop recommenda-
tions that would help teachers increase their well-being in the pandemic situation.
The study is designed as a case study of a private bilingual Russian-German school
in the central area of Berlin (Germany). Such a case study could provide psycholo-
gists and policy makers with a detailed description of teachers’ experience in a speci-
fic organization and results based on the analysis of this experience.

The COVID-19 pandemic created a necessity for school systems to quickly

Teaching — a stressful profession

According to recent research, teachers are more exposed to stress than other pro-
fessionals, such as medical workers (Ingersoll, 2003) and representatives of social
services (Kokkinen et al., 2014). Among the main factors of the working environment
that cause stress in teachers, researchers have identified the following conditions: high
workload and lack of support from the school administration (Guglielmi, & Tatrow,
1998) and excessive emotional involvement in relationships with students, colleagues,
and parents (Schonfeld et al., 2010). A number of longitudinal studies conducted in Aust-
ralia, Sweden, Finland, Great Britain, Israel, the United States and other countries have
demonstrated that these factors gradually lead to depression and irritability, reduce self-
esteem and satisfaction with the chosen profession, cause psychosomatic symptoms,
and may contribute to the emergence of addictions (Schonfeld et al., 2017). All of these
are symptoms of burnout, which is one of the most undesirable consequences of pro-
longed stressful experiences and is interpreted today as a psychological inability to cope
with difficulties associated with work (Maslach et al., 2001).

Burnout risk is especially high in the context of a pandemic and forced changes
in lifestyle and work. Moreover, researchers from different countries (e.g., Russia,
Turkey, Finland, Germany, the United Kingdom, and Chile) have observed that tea-
chers are experiencing stress because of the requirement from the educational system
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and schools to use new digital tools in their everyday teaching practices (Dmitrieva,
& Kachanovezkaja, 2013; Al-Fudail, & Mellar, 2008; Amri et al., 2020; Blume, 2020;
Coklar et al., 2016; Estrada-Mufioz et al., 2020; Syvénen et al., 2016). Usually, it is
argued that teachers have negative perceptions about the call to improve digital literacy
because they work too hard, become tired and do not have the time to do so (Dmitrieva,
& Kachanovezkaja, 2013; Estrada-Mufioz et al., 2020). However, some studies argue that
teachers show conservatism and reject the use of various gadgets as a means of entertain-
ment and, in this regard, position themselves as models for their students, who teachers
frequently consider overusing various technologies (Blume, 2020). There is evidence that
teachers who use the internet more often are more open to mastering new technologies
(e.g., Syvinen et al., 2016). Thus, teachers need more support to restructure their attitudes
toward modern technologies and to master them more successfully. However, it is clear
that such restructuring is not a fast process, and there are many factors that influence
it: teachers’ psychological readiness, as well as their socioeconomic status and, accor-
dingly, their possibility of using the internet, undergoing training, and purchasing va-
rious gadgets. In addition, in some countries, for example, Germany, great importance
is attached to the confidentiality of the data of all participants in the educational process,
which could be an additional stressful factor for teachers switching to distant teaching
(e. g., Blume, 2020).

Teachers’ coping strategies

According to the available data, the most popular coping strategy among tea-
chers is to seek social assistance (Aldrup et al., 2017; Clipa et al., 2017; Sandilos
et al., 2018). This strategy can relate to both emotionally focused coping and prob-
lem-oriented coping since helps them complete different tasks: solving problems
and obtaining information (problem-oriented coping) and calming, distracting,
and engaging in emotional release (emotionally focused coping). A study in the Unit-
ed States and the United Kingdom highlighted ineffective strategies used by teachers
to regulate their emotional states: avoidance, manifestation of aggression, and the as-
sumption of too much responsibility. Physical activity has been shown to be the most
effective and beneficial (Austin et al., 2005). In addition, research has shown a link
between effective coping strategies and teaching experience: more experienced
teachers are more likely to experience emotional burnout (e.g., Alhija, 2015). Thus,
the question of what a truly effective coping strategy for teachers is remains open.

Based on recent studies dedicated to stress and coping strategies among teachers
during the COVID-19 pandemic, hobbies and self-care as well as positive rethinking
(using a new situation as an opportunity to acquire new skills) were identified as the most
frequent coping strategies in teachers during this time (Petrakova et al., 2021; Sokal et al.,
2020); however, other strategies, such as avoidant strategies and aggressive denial, were
also sometimes found to be used by teachers [Maclntyre et al., 2020].

The current study
The aim of the study is to investigate how teachers experience the new situa-
tion after switching to distant teaching because of the COVID-19 pandemic,
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their perceived level of psychological stress and its associated factors and their cop-
ing strategies. A qualitative case study design is chosen for several reasons. Despite
the large number of studies aimed at exploring stress and coping in teacher popula-
tions, just a few investigated changes in teachers’ practices, communication, and life
in general caused by the uncertainty of the pandemic. Therefore, collecting new data
before forming concrete hypotheses is necessary. The case study could also provide
us with a description of an organizational context of the selected school that might
be useful both for results interpretation and further implementation.

A Russian-German private bilingual school in the central area of Berlin was cho-
sen for this study. This school has unique features that are described in the method
section in detail but can be summarized as follows: the school offers all levels
of education, the class size is smaller than that in general schools, there is a regular
school fee, and most of the staff are bilingual. These features constitute the context
of the school, making it very interesting for the analysis.

Method

Instrument and procedure

The data were collected during the first wave of the pandemic from April 10
until April 16, and then the participants spent from 3 to 5 weeks on distant teaching.
The interviews were conducted in accordance with a guide developed specifically
for this study. The guide was structured to cover the following topics: the level
of stress experienced by the respondents, a description of the factors that could
aggravate or mitigate the experience of stress, and the strategies that the respondents
used to cope with stress. In total, the guide included three blocks of questions:

1. Changing context of work and life (time spent in isolation; digital tools used;
communication with students, colleagues and parents; technical and psychological
support from the school; changes in the daily routine; and interaction with one’s own
family);

2. Stress level self-assessment and coping strategies used (work-life balance
in isolation, self-support practices, nutrition, sleep, communication with family
and friends, sports and other types of physical activity);

3. Ideas about the future (a return to the previous way of life; isolation practices
that seemed to be useful for the future; and changes in relationships with students,
parents and colleagues).

A list of questions is provided in the Appendix.

The interview also functioned as psychological support. Participants were
teachers who volunteered to talk with a psychologist and felt the need to dis-
cuss changes in their work and life caused by the quarantine. The interview was
conducted by one of the paper’s authors who was educated as a clinical psychologist
and has the competence to conduct psychological counseling.

To analyze the data, “conceptual analysis” within the framework of content
analysis was used.
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School description

The school is a private bilingual educational organization that includes pre-
school, primary school (called “Grundschule” in German), gymnasia and stu-
dent preparation for specific examination, which allows tertiary education (called
“gymnasiale Oberstufe” in German). The organization was established in 2005,
and the main mission of the school is the integration of children from different cul-
tures into life in Germany as well as the support of the Russian language and Russian
culture. The school is located in the central area of Berlin.

Although the initial plan was for the school to teach German and Russian-
speaking students, in fact today, there are 143 students in the primary school and 81
in the gymnasia, for a total of 224 students with extremely diverse language and cul-
tural backgrounds. The students come from Russia and countries of the former
Soviet Union, Germany, Poland, and Turkey, and there are various representatives
of African and other cultures. The main language spoken in the school is German.
However, non-Russian-speaking students have the opportunity to study Russian
as a foreign language, and Russian-speaking students can choose a dual system,
having classes in both Russian and German. For communication in school, child-
ren are expected to use only languages that they learn, and they have a wide choice
of languages — Russian, German, English, Spain, French, and Latin. Communica-
tion in other languages is prohibited. The class size is not large, ranging from 5 to 18.

The curriculum is rich. In addition to foreign languages, children study science
(biology, chemistry, and physics), mathematics, history, political science, the basics
of philosophy, sports, music, and the basics of art. Children are provided with op-
portunities for various visits for educational purposes (excursions, museums, cinema,
theaters, etc.), as well as school exchanges to improve foreign language knowledge.
The school has various traditions; in particular, it is customary to celebrate both
European and Russian holidays and to explain to students their meaning, history
and celebration traditions.

Education is paid, and the price is calculated based on parents’ income. Addi-
tional payments are made for various materials that are distributed to students during
learning, school meals, and trips. The contingent is very diverse — from people who
live only on social benefits to people who are sufficiently financially secure.

In general, in the whole organization, the personnel include approximately 70 per-
sons (including direction, teachers, and educators), who also come from different
countries and cultures, including Russia and countries of the former Soviet Union, Ger-
many, Poland, Turkey, Spain, Belgium and others. The teachers’ education is mainly
European or Russian (with additional education in Europe), and some teachers studied
in the United States. At school, teachers are also required to communicate with each
other, students and students’ parents only in the languages taught at the school.

Almost all teachers work in both departments — in primary school and gym-
nasia. In primary school, each class has both a class teacher and an educator who
are always in the classroom. The primary school continues for 6 years. Thus, in pri-
mary school, all teachers always have a helper — the educator — who is always
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in the classroom and helps maintain discipline. After the 6th grade, the educator does
not accompany the class.

Sample

The interviews were conducted in Russian with five Russian-speaking teachers
(four were female) who worked in a Russian — German private bilingual school.
The participants gave their informed consent to participate in the study, and the inter-
views were audio-recorded.

All of our respondents had a higher pedagogical education, spoke Russian but had
lived in Germany for 8-30 years, had a good command of the German language, had
2-30 years of pedagogical experience, and taught a variety of subjects, including histo-
ry, music, fine arts, Russian and Russian as a foreign language, and German.

Despite the small number, our five respondents represent different levels
of the discussed organization (primary and secondary school, graduation classes),
teach in specific academic disciplines, and work as class teachers with different work
experiences in their particular schools (from one to 10 years).

Results

Teachers and stress

In the interview, the respondents reported experiencing no or a low level of psy-
chological stress caused by the changes in their lifestyle and work format associa-
ted with the pandemic. They reported that the first few days of the transition were
the most stressful, but then they successfully adapted to the new regime. The following
example expresses the most typical expressions of our respondents:

R1: The most difficult was the first week while we were all resetting: parents,
children, and us. For everyone. A week later, we already found the way. We have
already worked calmly within this system.?

Only one person was anxious because of the pandemic, which was mostly
because this person’s relatives were in another country, and due to the pandemic,
they could not meet. Thus, at the time of the interview, the respondents were not
in a state of psychological stress — neither because of the pandemic itself nor becau-
se of the need to reorganize distant education.

Factors that enhance/mitigate the state of psychological stress

School support

One of the most important factors that was found to be significant for the psy-
chological state of teachers in our case study was school administration support.
First, the respondents reported that before switching to remote work, the school
administration held a meeting where they notified the personnel about the new
work mode and discussed the means of communication with students and parents.
Teachers had the opportunity to choose the method of communication that would

2 Original versions of quotes in Russian language are available in the Appendix.
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be the most convenient to them. Importantly, teachers were participating in the deci-
sion-making process about practices to be used for distant teaching:

R1: Before our school was closed, we had a conference. All teachers gathered
together to discuss who would work and how. Frau B. [the principal] said at the very
beginning, “What would be comfortable for you? How do you deal with this? Every-
one should choose the way and decide for herself.” And that was good!

Regarding deciding how to work during a distant regime, a respondent noted:

R2: All of us participated. We all had the opportunity to speak up.

R4: We, let’s say, collectively examined this situation together, a proposal was
put forward from the teachers, what can be used <...> it was a real meeting.

Second, all respondents expressed that during distant work, the school administ-
ration was always in touch with them and provided all possible assistance:

R2: If questions arise, then, of course, I contact Frau K [first deputy principal
of the school], and she helps me with everything, explains everything. We all also
work closely, just like before, but virtually.

R4: At the very beginning, there was just a stream of emails. And all these letters
went at first through the joint school email. There they were sorted out and then sent
to each teacher so that no one confused anything at the very beginning. So it was,
of course, a huge job and a huge help.

R5: [School administration was] always available, always in touch. Should one
have any questions — everything can be solved.

Another aspect of the school support was technical help. The great advantage
at the studied school was that the school has its own online platform that helped all
participants receive the necessary news. Teachers could transfer homework and ma-
terials to students and communicate with parents through this platform. Teachers,
students and parents were familiar with this system before the pandemic started.
This established communication system provided a good start and time to learn new,
challenging platforms.

R3: We immediately joined work from home because we have a good tool —
an online journal <...> we have an advantage over other schools in Germany because
it [the use of such technology] is not so common here.

R4: T think our school was lucky because we have an online journal. We have
been already doing a lot via the Internet for a long time: we were sending tasks
for students; parents could read about homework. There was already the base,
the foundation, let’s say. Both parents and children were familiar with the fact that
information is on the Internet, and teachers were prepared.

Support from the school team was also noted. Daily communication via phone
and messenger to exchange information and highlight examples of effective and inef-
fective practices became an integral part of the life of the teachers of this school.
The respondents even noted that this difficult period made relations on the team
closer and warmer.

R1: Of course, now we are sharing our experience more. Our work questions,
‘I didn’t succeed in this, but how did you do that? What would you advise me?
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What did I do right, and what was wrong?’ <...> We talk on the phone so much that
we even joke, ‘So, did you miss me? Haven’t heard me for a long time?

R4: Collaboration is actually a tremendous amount of support. The same
with our management team, head teacher. Any questions — you can call her; you
can write to her.

Workload. Despite the changes in the work format, none of the respondents com-
plained about the increased workload or fatigue. First and foremost, everyone commu-
nicated about the same daily routine — and above all, about working until a fixed hour.

R2: At 8 in the morning, I am on the Internet, checking the messages from
students for the lessons. It lasts until 12 o’clock. Then, I have a lunch break
for half an hour, and after lunch, I’'m back to the computer and communicating
with the students. I check tasks they’ve send me. And so on until 3—4 pm.

R4: In fact, I have a normal working day, from eight in the morning till 3
in the afternoon. I am at home anyway, and during this time, in any case, the compu-
ter is turned on, and moreover, the phone is somewhere nearby.

Second, due to the strict confidentiality rules, the teachers at this school also had
certain regulations for communication with students and their parents.

R3: I don’t give my contact phone to anyone so that no one writes or calls me.
I communicated mainly with the parents of the students and only by online journal
or email.

Coping strategies

At the time of the interviews, the teachers in our sample were in a fairly stable
psychological state with a low level of stress, which may have been due to some
external factors that were described above (such as school support and the amount
of workload) but also to coping strategies that were used by teachers. Following
the theoretical framework of Lazarus and Folkman, the most actively chosen coping
strategies were emotionally focused coping such as a positive rethinking of the situa-
tion and seeking social support. The following are some examples of positive
rethinking, a search for a positive meaning in the pandemic situation in general:

RS: It should be kept in mind that this is not the last quarantine. In Germany,
unlike Russia, there is no such quarantine system. I can’t remember... my children
seem to have never had quarantine; they studied at school. <...> So, we should not
be afraid of the situation; everything will be fine. You just have to act.

R4: T have gained some experience in this new situation, and I will try to do
something creative in my future work.

Some teachers mentioned that they also found something new and positive
in their interactions and practices with students and their parents:

R4: In such situations, probably, many people really open up. They show some
other sides. I am surprised because I saw many other, really different, positive sides. I
did not count on it; I did not think about it at all. And to be honest, I thought that every-
thing would be a little bit messy, incomprehensible, especially at the beginning. Instead,
I received, on the contrary, some kind of full willingness to cooperate and support.
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R1: I learn more about my students’ ability to work independently. <...> It’s
good that they do something on their own, sit and work. Some of them work even
more than at school. So, this is amazing.

Seeking social support as a coping strategy served two functions. On the one
hand, the search for support revealed other ways to solve problems (for example,
above it was shown that teachers began to communicate more with each other,
exchanging news and asking each other for help) and provided psychological tran-
quility, working as an emotional compensator. The respondents actively noted that
communication with families, friends and informal communication with colleagues
helped considerably.

R1: Thank God there are free programs such as ‘WhatsApp’ where I can com-
municate with my relatives. I even communicate more often than before during
work. We communicate every day. It saves us.

R3: Now, I spend more time with children. I really missed it during ‘nor-
mal times. In everyday life, when it is necessary to stay physically at school until
4 o’clock, naturally, communication with children is possible only in the evening
during a short period of time.

R4: Suddenly, I’ve realized that I have a fairly large circle of friends here.
We are exchanging information, who has what, who is how. Sometimes we talk
on the phone, sometimes we text. I like that now everyone is sending each other
some funny pictures, postcards, funny videos, even about this situation. Well, how
without humor, right? Of course, humor helps.

Additionally, we highlight such strategies as hobbies, self-care and physical
activity that helped the respondents maintain work-life balance.

R3: I consciously made pauses for myself. During these pauses I could talk
to the children or go for a walk, or something, or cook dinner. And then sit down
near the computer and work.

R2: Unfortunately, the fitness clubs are now closed. I do exercises at home,
here. I do push-ups; I have kettlebell here. And the core muscles need to be pumped,
and running in the fresh air is necessary, and walking. And I do all this.

R4: Even during the lesson, I can quickly go out to make a face mask and just
sit for 15 minutes. That is, already during the lesson, I paid attention to myself,
frankly. Now, I take care of myself more: I have meals regularly. I try to do exercises
for at least 15 minutes; I go out in the evening to get some air. Really, now I devote
more time to myself.

RS5: I’m watching movies from the 50-60s <...> they have a positive effect
on me.

Thus, the respondents managed to avoid acute negative experiences of stress due
to factors such as support from the school and a stable workload. These supportive
factors allowed them to maintain a balance of work and personal time. In their in-
terviews, the teachers mentioned coping strategies such as positive rethinking
about the situation in general and about students’ personalities and communication
with them; seeking social support, which manifested itself in communication
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with friends, family and colleagues; and maintaining work-life balance through
self-care, physical activities and hobbies.

Discussion

In their report to UNESCO, Holmes and her colleagues (2020) stressed the im-
portance of studying the psychological effects of the pandemic, especially the ef-
fects on front-line workers, so that the knowledge gained may be applied in future
pandemic periods. Teachers are front-line workers and the most important fig-
ures in the educational system in each country. In this case study, the focus was
on the psychological stress and coping strategies of teachers during the first wave
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The interview results with teachers from a private bi-
lingual Russian-German school in Berlin indicated some practices that can be useful
for overcoming the psychological effects of the pandemic.

The respondents reported experiencing no or low levels of psychologi-
cal stress caused by the changes in their lifestyles and work formats associated
with the pandemic. However, for some persons, the closure of borders and thus
the inability to see their relatives was stressful. The low level of psychological
stress during distance teaching in the described case might have been associated
with the following factors: school support, amount of workload, efficient communi-
cation within the professional community, and stress coping strategies.

School support contributed to such a harmonious transition to distance teaching;
this school support included emotional and informational support from the school
administration, the technical readiness of the school (the school already had its own
online journal to support the interactions of all participants in the educational process,
and there were no requirements to acquire new online tools in an extremely short time),
and active communication and mutual assistance among the team members.

The teachers succeeded in maintaining their normal daily routine by working
fixed hours; thus, their workload did not increase significantly. Furthermore,
the volume of their communication with children and parents remained almost
the same. The maintenance of communication routines was enabled by the presence
of a familiar channel for communication i.e., the online journal, and confidentiality
requirements of the German educational system that emphasize communication via
an official school platform or email rather than by mobile phone or messenger.

Because of the lack of an increasing workload, the teachers maintained a ba-
lance of work and personal time, which is an important factor for mental health.
The teachers applied several strategies that helped them cope with stress. First, they
spent time on hobbies, physical activities, and self-care (e. g., balance of nutrition).
The teachers spend time communicating with colleagues, friends, and family mem-
bers; seeking support; and just having pleasant time, which are examples of problem-
oriented and emotionally focused coping.
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Another coping strategy was positive rethinking aimed at finding new oppor-
tunities that the current situation offered, for example, the acquisition of new skills
by both teachers and students. Because the pandemic has affected our lives longer
than expected and we have to adapt to the “new normal,” positive rethinking could
be an effective strategy. In contrast, an expectation for a sooner end to the pandemic
could be a risk factor for psychological stress.

These findings are consistent with those of other studies that focused on stress
among teachers; however, they provide positive examples of the coping strategies
implemented by teachers with school support. Previous studies have already con-
cluded that one of the most important factors causing stressful experiences in tea-
chers is a lack of school support (Guglielmi, & Tatrow, 1998). In our study, it was
shown that school support is indeed very important for teachers during a pandemic
situation. Another factor highlighted in the literature as stressful for teachers is
a large workload, which includes a large amount of emotional communication
with students and their parents (Kokkinen et al, 2014; Schonfeld et al., 2010].
In contrast, the teachers in our study maintained a daily routine with a fixed number
of working hours and maintained the same volume of communication with stu-
dents and their parents. Finally, there are rich data showing that teaching using
digital technologies is a severe stressor for teachers, including teachers in Germany
(Blume, 2020). The respondents in our study were not required to use new online
tools for distant teaching but could use the existing tools they were familiar with.
Altogether, this approach prevented the teachers in our study from experiencing
negative psychological effects of distant teaching during the pandemic.

The experience of teachers from a private bilingual Russian-German school
in Berlin of coping with stress in the sudden transition to distant teaching in the con-
text of the COVID-19 pandemic could be useful for other teachers and schools.
The main supportive strategies that should be implemented based on the present
case are as follows: open supportive communication between teachers and school
administration, friendly and cohesive teamwork, the use of familiar digital tools
at least during the first weeks of distant work, and reasonable workload and mainte-
nance of a work-life balance.

However, the school in this case study has some unique characteristics. Because
the school is private, it had the opportunity to follow just some of the mandatory
requirements for government schools. The small size of the school allows close
communication between the administration and school staff, which helped maintain
a supportive climate during distant teaching. Another important feature of the school
is the small classes. The small class size allowed the teachers to continue individual
communication with each student and prevented the teachers’ workload from in-
creasing dramatically, as it could have if the classes included 30 or more students
each. Furthermore, the school staff had a strong pre-pandemic experience in main-
taining online communication: the online journal, which was familiar to teachers,
students, and parents, was helpful for the transition to distance education; nobody
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had to begin using new online tools in a short time. Additionally, please note that all
five respondents were Russian-speaking emigrants from the countries of the former
Soviet Union. However, in the present case study, we did not focus on the multicul-
tural context of the school and the individual experiences of teachers in adapting
to new environments and cultures, which could be an important factor for adaptation
to new situations.

Conclusion

This case study of teachers at a private bilingual Russian-German school in Ber-
lin during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic revealed several supportive
factors that decreased psychological stress: school administrative and technical
support and the maintenance of workload at almost the same volume as that before
the transition to distant teaching. The teachers applied different coping strategies
to support their mental health, including positive rethinking of the situation; see-
king social support; and maintaining work-life balance through self-care, physical
activities and hobbies.
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