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Abstract

In response to the outbreak of COVID-19, universities closed their campuses and
implemented emergency remote teaching (ERT). This brought unprecedented challenges for
lecturers and required educational leaders to negotiate unknown territory as the crisis unfolded.
The purpose of this study was to investigate how one educational leader adapted her leadership to
cope with the extreme and unique difficulties involved with the abrupt transition to ERT during
the global pandemic. During the first semester of lockdown, the department head (DH) of a
language department in a university in Israel wrote daily email messages to her academic and
administrative staff. These served as the main source of data. The most salient finding of the study
was the DH's adaptive leadership that emerged from an analysis of these messages. Findings
validate Mutch’s (2015) set of three factors that impact leadership decisions and actions during a
crisis: dispositional, relational, and situational. The unique features of each of these factors as

manifested by the DH are discussed.
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Forging Ahead Through the COVID-19 Pandemic

Introduction

In the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak during the first months of 2020, universities and
college campuses across the globe were immediately forced into “emergency remote teaching”
(ERT). ERT has been described as a “temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate
delivery mode due to crisis circumstances” (Hodges et al., 2020, para. 5) and the COVID-19
pandemic was indeed a crisis. The most common and accessible delivery mode of ERT is online
teaching. Although a transition to online teaching requires the acquisition of new technological
and pedagogical skillsand should be a gradual and well-planned process (Compton, 2009; Hixon
etal.,2011; Stickleretal., 2020) in this case the shift to ERT was sudden and stark. While some
instructors may have acquired the required skill set through prior training, other less-prepared
instructors had to learnin ‘real time’ (Trust & Whalen, 2020). Exacerbating the difficulties of on-
the-job learning was the fact that university support teams did not have the luxury of structured
and formalized training for this type of teaching and instructors were expected to develop and

implement online courses themselves (Hodges et al., 2020).

Alongside the need for ‘real time’ learning, instructors were exposed to “additional
stressors and barriers to teaching and learning remotely in times of need” (Trust & Whalen, 2020,
p. 193) which may have impacted their emotional well-being. Research indicates that even under
normal circumstances, many instructors have feelings of isolation (Golden, 2016), resentment,
frustration, and a lack of appreciation by their administration (Khan et al., 2017). In part this may
be due to a lack of clarity about what the future of teaching entails (Netolicky, 2020). In order to
cope with the unique challenges presented by ERT, instructors must develop effective coping
mechanisms to deal not only with change but with unpredictability (Mackey et al., 2012). The
challenges of ERT are particularly exacerbated in the context of language teaching (Develotte et

al., 2010), which rests strongly on communication and interpersonal interaction.

While teachers are faced with unique and extraordinary challenges, the response of their
leader is critical to their ability to successfully weather the crisis, and for this, leadership skills are
critical. Research on leadership in times of crisis has emphasized the need for collegial,
professional, institutional support systems and effective communication (Tull et al., 2017).
Marshall et al. (2020), in their study of strategies implemented by educational leaders during the

COVID-19 pandemic, point out the importance of “engaging in adaptive leadership” (pp. 32-33).
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They stress the need for leadersto be flexible and sensitive to how their staff is being affected. In
addition, leaders are required to deal with unpredictability by showing a readiness to preempt

potential problemsand a willingness to devise new ways of moving forward.

The thrust into ERT presented a unique opportunity to study the response of university
faculty as the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded. The current study focuses on a language department
ina universityin Israel and is part of a larger research endeavor to investigate the response of this
department to the COVID-19 pandemic. The wider study examined the responses of the
Department Head (henceforth the DH), the teaching faculty and the students during the initial
months of the pandemic. This manuscript! presents results from an analysis of the communications
of the DH to the staff members throughout the spring semester of the 2019-2020 academic year.
The beginning of the spring semester coincided with the first confirmed cases of COVID-19 in

Israel and the end of the semester coincided with gradual lifting of restrictions after the first wave?.
Literature Review

According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary, a crisis is "an unstable or crucial time
or state of affairs in which a decisive change is impending, especially one with the distinct
possibility of a highly undesirable outcome™ (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). A crisis almost always has
an element of surprise and develops quickly (Firestone, 2020), though the resulting change may

be either sudden or evolving (Fink, 1986).  Often a crisis will result in an urgent problem that

! Disclosure: The two authorsof this paperwere instructors in the department during the semester discussed. One authorstill works in the
department.

2 For context, following is a general timeline:

27/2/2020 First confirmed case in Israel

8/3/2020 First day of the second semester

11/3/2020 The World Health Organization (WHO) declares COVID-19 a pandemic.

14/3/2020 Israel Ministry of Health shuts down schools and universities for the first time.

During the first week of May the limitations were gradually lifted, including a return to schools; however online teaching at Tel Aviv
University continued until the end of the second semester.

26/6/2020 The last day of the second semester
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must be addressed immediately and may lead to "a highly undesirable outcome or one with the

distinct possibility of a highly desirable and extremely positive outcome" (Fink, 1986, p. 15).

Relating to the language department as an educational organization, the definitions of
organizational crisis are particularly pertinent. Within an organization or institution, a crisis is
"anything with the potential to cause sudden and serious damage to its employees, reputation, or
bottom line" (Harvard Business Essentials, 2004, p. xvi). This definition focuses on the damage
that may be caused not only to the organization but to its individual employees. Seeger et al. (1998)
define an organizational crisis as "a specific, unexpected, and non-routine event or series of events
that create high levels of uncertainty and threat or perceived threat to an organization’s high
priority goals” (p. 233). While both these definitions relate to the suddenness of the crisis, the latter
definition also relates to the possible damage to the organization’s goals. However, Milburn et al.
(1983) suggest that the effect on goal attainment may be either positive or negative. Thus, an
organizational crisismay: "(a) be an opportunity for the organization to attain its current goals; or
(b) a demand or threat on the organization which either prevents the organization from attaining
its goals or actually removes or reduces an organization's ability to attain its goals” (p. 1144). They
also add that any organization will seek to resolve the crisis as ""the outcomes at stake are important
and the resolution strategy is uncertain” (p. 1144). These uncertain strategies for crisis resolution
in an educational institution will largely be dependent upon the head and his or her leadership
skills.

Leaders faced with unexpected events and emergency situations must make crisis
decisions. The decision-making process may be based in part on established processes, and
possibly on prior experience, but must also rely on intuition and specific situational cues (Tarrant,
2011). Leadership in times of crisis "entails recognizing emerging threats, initiating efforts to
mitigate them and deal with their consequences and, once the acute crisis period has passed, re-
establishinga sense of normalcy” (Boin et al. 2009, p. 706). Following the global financial crisis
of 2008, Heifetz et al. (2009) developed a theory of adaptive leadership whichthey defined as "the
practice of mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive" (p. 14). Following their theory,
Yeo (2021), in his article entitled: In praise of COVID-19: Discovering adaptive leadership in

unprecedented times, described adaptive leadership as being about seeking balance between tough
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decision-making and supervision to build a culture of trust, continuous learning and innovation (p.
103).

The theory of adaptive leadership distinguishes between technical challenges and adaptive
challenges (Heifetz et al., 2009). Technical challenges involve a known and recognizable problem
whereby a solution is usually identified based on experience and expertise. In contrast, adaptive
challenges involve an unknown problem which must first be learned. Clearly, the solution is
unknown and the obstacles to achieving a solution are less tangible and may involve values,
loyalties and relationships. Adaptive challenges are characteristic of an organizational crisis, and

thus require adaptive leadership.

Although the research on educational leadership is extensive, there is little research on the
role of educational leaders in times of crisis. In her analysis of school principals’ leadership in the
wake of the 2010/2011 earthquakes in Canterbury, New Zealand, Mutch (2015) relates to a set of
three factors that impacted leadership decisions and actions during the crisis: dispositional,
relational, and situational. Dispositional factors relate to: “What leaders bring to the event from
their background, personal qualities, experiences, values, beliefs, personality traits, skills, areas of
expertise and conceptions of leadership” (p. 190). Relational factors refer to “the ways in which
leaders offer a unifying vision and develop a sense of community within the organization,
engendering loyalty, enabling empowerment, building strong and trusting relationships and
fostering collaboration” (p. 190). Finally, situational factors encompass “how leaders assess the
situation as it unfolds, understanding the context, being aware of different responses (including
cultural sensitivities), making timely decisions, adapting to changing needs, making use of
resources (both material and personnel), providing direction, responding flexibly, thinking

creatively and constantly re-appraising the options” (p. 190).

The onset of COVID-19 at the beginning of 2020 and the subsequent lockdown imposed
in March of that year constituted a crisis situation. The spread of the disease was rapid, taking the
government and the public by surprise. Specifically, the university experienced an organizational

crisis with the closing down of campus and the move to ERT. The most pronounced dilemma at
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this time was how to maintain existing courses and carry on teaching under these circumstances.

Adaptive leadership on the part of the DH was critical in dealing with the unfolding crisis.

The COVID-19 pandemic, as devastating as it was, has provided us with an opportunity
to further investigate adaptive leadership and Mutch’s (2015) three sets of factors that impact this

leadership within a tertiary educational context.
The Context

The language department under study offers courses in English (for purposes of
international communication and academic writing), alongside 10 additional foreign languages
(including Arabic, French, German, Spanish, and Turkish), providing a total of 82 courses during
the 2019-2020 academic year. Up until the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 36 academic
staff members, with varying levels of expertise, had all implemented blended teaching in some
form or another (using the Moodle LMS and other tools). With the onset of COVID-19, the
university guidelines regarding the nature of instruction (on campus or online) were unclear, and
inadditiontotheir very real health concerns, teachers were apprehensive about what would happen
once the spring semester began. Their anxiety was compounded by the atmosphere in Israel at the
time. Daily statistics were presented in the media regarding the number of confirmed cases, of
people in critical condition and of deaths due to COVID. Directives changed frequently according
to the number of confirmed cases in their respective towns and cities, and government policies
were constantly updated in the attempt to adapt to circumstances on the ground. Often frantic
queries were sent to the DH about university policy; however, without clear administrative

guidelines decisive responses could not be given.

When the decision was made to go online, the university provided Unicko® accounts with
accompanying training webinars for online delivery of lessons. Unfortunately, technical problems
manifested very quickly, causing additional frustration and anxiety in an already stressful situation.
Subsequently, the Unicko platform was replaced with Zoom and another round of training was
given to instructors. Teaching continued online throughout the semester through the Zoom

platform.

3A platform for audio and visual conferencing, similar to Zoom.
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A further stressor was the fact that administrative policy forbade instructors from
demanding that students turn on their Zoom video cameras or use their microphones. Many
lecturers felt extremely lonely, isolated and frustrated as they attempted to reach ‘silent students
in black boxes’. Although university-wide webinars were offered to all academic staff on various
aspects of, and tools for, online teaching, given the communicative nature of language teaching
and learning, some departmental staff members felt they had to step in and offer webinars to their
colleagues on additional tools (e.g., the now defunct Zeetings, various Google tools,
Flipgrid). Despite these efforts, there was a growing feeling voiced by some staff members that
while the University directives related to students’ well-being and the need to assist them through
this difficult time, they did not equally relate to the lecturers’ concerns and well-being. It was as if

lecturers were expected to simply forge ahead and cope with the obstacles they faced.

When the crisis began, the DH had been a faculty member for 40 years, the last 10 of which
she held the position of department head. Even with her extensive experience, including dealing
with extremely difficult situations, the challenges in the wake of COVID-19 were unprecedented.
Aware of the apprehension not only of the staff members but her own as well, she began writing
daily email messages (including weekends) to the academic and administrative staff. From this
modest beginning, her daily email messages ended up extending across the 106 days of the entire
semester. The first email was sent out on March 8, 2020 (the first day of the spring semester and
the day after the Israeli Health Ministry closed schools) and the last on June 30, 2020 (after final
exams had been held, four days after the end of the semester). In this paper, we will focus on the

DH’s unique role in helping the staff forge ahead.

The purpose of this study was to investigate how an educational leader supported her staff
in making the abrupt transition from in-person to emergency online teaching and how she brought
her department through the crisis. In particular, we attempt to shed light on leadership qualities

that came to the fore in addressing an organizational crisis in an educational institution.
Method
Two sources of data were used in the current study: the daily email messages sent by the

DH to staff, and the DH’s written responses to a list of questions. At the end of the semester all
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the email messages were copied and assembled into a single document. Systematic random
sampling was employed and every third email was chosen for analysis. In addition, the first and
last messages were also included in the sample for a total of 35 messages. The list of questions
was sent to the DH after completion of the analysis of the email messages. Her response was

received the following day.

Qualitative content analysis was performed on both the email messages and the written
responses to the list of questions. According to Holsti (1969), content analysis is "any technique
for making inferences by objectively and systematically identifying specified characteristics of
messages” (p. 14). Through this analysis, categories were generated inductively, and were then
applied to the data through close reading. The coding process consisted of three rounds. In the first
round, each of the two researchers independently analyzed the data, generating preliminary
categories through inductive reasoning. In the second round, the resulting sets of categories were
compared and refined. The third round involved applying Mutch’s (2015) set of three factors that
impact leadership decisions and actions during a crisis — dispositional, relational and situational —
to the existing categories. These categories were discussed and further refined. The number of
instances of agreed-upon reliance on each of the three factors was calculated per message.
Qualitative content analysis of the DH’s written responses to the list of questions provided further

insight into the emergent categories.
Results

Based on the qualitative analysis of the email messages sent by the DH to staff and her
response to the list of questions, three main factors that impact leadership decisions and actions
were identified: dispositional, relational and situational factors. Across her email messages, 45%
of the total content was devoted to dispositional factors, 39% to relational factors and 17% to
situational factors. No significant trends concerning the relative weighting of factors over time
were identified. Furthermore, characteristic features of each factor emerged from the analysis.
Details of these features are described below. Following the descriptions, we will illustrate the

analysis of an email message.
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Dispositional Factors

The DH frequently shared personal information about herself, her family and her
surroundings. She explained her motivation as follows: “It was a way of reaching out and
addressing the common human experiences that we were sharing.... It also helped me make sense
of my own situation. It was a response to a very real affective need on my part.” The DH shared a
plentitude of non-work-related information with a clear purpose: “Distraction, to foster different
kinds of leisure activities within the constraints of the circumstances, as reminders that we still

had a life to live. To bring hope.”

Based on our data, dispositional factors were characterized by four distinguishing features:
1) sharing of and reflecting on personal information (for example, about family, surroundings,
lifestyle); 2) sharing personal opinions; 3) sharing/recommending information that was not related
to work; 4) sharing work-related/professional information from her own teaching experience
and/or from a source outside the university. Table 1 presents quotes from the DH’s email messages

that exemplify each of these features.

Table 1: Features of the dispositional factor and exemplary quotes

Feature Exemplary quote
Sharing of and reflecting on personal A cool breeze is blowing in through the window and the
information (e.g., about family, surroundings, coloured lights across the street shine brightly in the
lifestyle) afterglow of the recent downpour. | love this kind of

weather, crisp, with billowing dark clouds and scattered
showers. I felt energised... (Day 52)

Sharing personal opinions I must admit | find the entire revision of history that is
taking place atthe moment --withdrawing films, defiling or
tearing down statues of heroes, etc.-- very worrying...
(Day 95)

Sharing/recommending informationthat is not ~ Speaking of dancing, check out this beautiful initiative by

related to work (e.g., online concerts, the dancers of the Paris Opera Ballet to convey their

newspaper articles, recipes) gratitude and support to the frontline health and
emergency workers who are fighting to control the
pandemic [shares URL] (Day 34)

Sharingwork-related/professionalinformation  One last reading tip for the day [shares URL] A professor
from own teaching experience and/or from a found that personal essays are surprisingly effective in
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source outside the university (e.g., a webinar  building relationships in a synchronous virtual classroom.

or article on online learning) So Z)oom can really help build community after all... (Day
104

Speaking of students, 1 have noticed changes in the
dynamics of late. Most appear at the beginning of the
lesson, and then a game of switch on, switch off cameras
begins... (Day 61)

Relational Factors

Relational factors, as the name suggests, pertain to creating, promoting and maintaining
both professional and interpersonal relationships among staff members. One of the issues that the
DH expressly explained as being important was the creation of a sense of community, which was
driven by the need “to make up for the abrupt interruption of everyday encounters in the
workplace.” When asked to address how necessary it was to ensure that teachers had the tools to
move directly to ERT, she responded that it was “imperative” and that “training and addressing
their needs” were critical. She elaborated that she “wanted to motivate teachers”, making them
feel that they were “involved and relevant.” To achieve this, she “encouraged teachers to
participate in all kinds of activities and study days and share their ideas and practices.” In
addition, she created a think tank that met “to discuss, plan and execute new issues, policies and
practices.” Furthermore, a daily string of email messages was created “where teachers could share
their concerns, offer solutions and make suggestions.” Participation of staff in university-wide
teaching and professional initiatives that were springing up during this time was strongly
encouraged as well. When asked about her intentions in sending webinars and other professional
information from outside the university, she felt that this was a way “to promote departmental
excellence and relevance.” In her view, the COVID crisis provided an opportunity “to spearhead
change” and to elevate the status of the department within the university and in national and
international circles. She stated, “We became an example to others and were sought out to share
our best practices. Beyond visibility, this brought us credibility and a degree of power. This would

have been impossible if we ourselves had not been trained.”

Based on our data, relational factors were characterized by four distinguishing features: 1)
addressing/promoting staff well-being (e.g., acknowledging difficulties faced by staff members,
praising/thanking staff members); 2) community building and promoting inclusivity (e.g.,
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encouraging/promoting on-going communication among staff, greetings in different languages);
3) communicating expectations from staff/future plans; and 4) promoting professional

development/peer learning and sharing (e.g., changing pedagogical strategies and assessment

routines). Examples of each of the features appear in Table 2.

Table 2: Features of the relational factor and exemplary quotes

Feature

Exemplary quote

Addressing/promoting staff well-
being (e.g., acknowledging difficulties
faced by staff members,
praising/thanking staff members)

Community building and promoting
inclusivity (e.g.,
encouraging/promoting on-going
communication among staff, greetings
in different languages)

Communicating expectations from
staff/future plans

Promoting professional development/
peer learning and sharing (e.g.,
changing pedagogical strategies and
assessment routines)

Hang in there, my friends, last-minute revision in class and final
exam, and you 're done! (Day 98)

In a way, we are experiencing something similar while teaching
through Zoom to black screens with white letters. Just like the
Rector said at a meeting last week, when describing online
teaching, we have gone from stellar performances in the theatre
of the classroomto becoming filmactorsonascreen —and, as with
actors, not all instructors will make the cut and transition from
stage to screen with equal success...(Day 58)

We are definitely on the right track as a Department, and it may

be worth looking into showcasing our initiatives as well...(Day
52)

Since it is becoming a little hard to keep track of the various
strings of messages, how about we have a string a day. You can
always reply to this message and get the ball rolling ... (Day 4)

I found the palpable camaraderie and team spiritduring and after
the session very moving, and certainly not to be taken for granted.
(Day 10)

iBuenas noches! (Day 9)

Don 't forget that this Thursday, 14 May 2020, at 12:00 pm,
Einav4 from Virtual Tau is giving a webinar on Moodle quizzes
especially for our Department. Please make sure you register for
it...(Day 58)

During the summer vacation, we will be holding webinars and
meetings to keep in touch as well as better prepare for whatever
the gods have in store for us. Some of the hot subjects we are
planning to tackle are rubrics and project-based leaming.
Suggestions for topicsyou would be interested in knowing more
aboutare more than welcome. (Day 92)

4 Forthe purposes of this research pseudonyms are used.
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Situational Factors

In her response to the written questions, the DH elaborated that her primary goal in
fostering transparency and communication was to be inclusive, i.e., “top-down and bottom-up,
between me and the teachers and the staff.” She elaborated that some of her intentions in writing

13

the messages were “...to0 establish open and effective channels of communication... to share
important information, institutional directives and try to make sense of the initial craziness; totry
to cope with the chaos and prepare as best we could to tackle the new circumstances.” She went
on to explain that she felt a sense of urgency about everything and did not have time to prioritize
what needed to be done. Therefore, “openness and transparency were of the essence in order to
promote credibility and trust.” This lent support to the three subcategories of situational factors,
and to mediating and ensuring transparency for both administrative as well as departmental
decisions, while also providing professional support. When asked if she could categorize the
different types of content in her daily emails, she reported the following: “...instructions, directives
(sort of official communiqués) combined with information or matters of professional nature and

personal tidbits.”

The situational factors related to leadership that we identified in our study included: 1)
mediating administrative decisions and policies; 2) discussing departmental decisions and policy
to ensure transparency and implementation; 2) providing professional support on the level of the
institution; and 4) time keeping/citing milestones. Examples of each of the characteristics related

to situational factors appear in Table 3.

Table 3: Features of the situational factor and exemplary quotes

Feature Exemplary quote

Mediating administrative Let me emphasize, once again, that the purpose of this request is to help the
decisionsand policies University learn and find solutions to problems that arise as we all make the
transition from frontal to online teaching and learning ...(Day 1)

Discussing departmental AS FAR AS OUR DEPARTMENT IS CONCERNED, WE WILL CONTINUE
decisionsand policies to AS PLANNED AND GIVE ONLINE EXAMS OR TAKE-HOME EXAMS AS
ensure transparency and MOODLE ASSIGNMENTS, AS YOU INFORMED DINA. THOSE FEW
implementation TEACHERS WHO REQUESTED TO GIVE ON CAMPUS EXAMS WILL DO

SO AND THEY MUST BE PRESENT DURING THE EXAM AND
INVIGILATE [Caps in original] (Day 86)

79 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023



Amdur & Spector-Cohen

Providing professional ...we are doing everything in our power to be of assistance, resolve situations,
support onthelevel of the  cope with emergencies, while acting in our best interests and in compliance
institution with University directives (Day 1)

Time-keeping/citing iDia 80, incredible! Big, big gulp!!! And what better way to begin this eightieth
milestones milestone... (Day 80)

Contextual Analysis

The characteristics of each of the three factors of adaptive leadership were presented above.
In this section we wish to present a complete email message to illustrate the factors within their
original context. Following is an analysis of the message the DH sent to staff on the first day of

the semester.

The message begins with two Situational subcategories as well as one Relational

subcategory:
Dear Friends and Colleagues,

Below, please find a Google form for you to complete every time you teach during the next
couple of weeks [discussing departmental decisions and policies to ensure transparency and
implementation] (thank you, Elaine, for creating the form) [praising/thanking staff members]. This
will help Dina to complete the daily report requested by the Academic Secretary. Let me
emphasise, once again, that the purpose of this request is to help the University learn and find
solutions to problems that arise as we all make the transition from frontal to online teaching and

learning [gives URL] [mediating administrative decisions and policies].

The next section integrates five Relational subcategories and one Situational category:

We have survived the first day of our new reality [time-keeping/citing milestones],and |
would like to take this opportunity to commend you all for your collegiality, your professionalism,
and your solidarity [promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff members]. | realise
that we are all stretched very thin by the demands of our new circumstances. Working from home

can be quite challenging at the best of times, and all the more so if you have to contend with small
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children clamouring for attention or you are fighting anxiety and concerns for loved ones far away.
The fact is that our forced “shelter at home” has brought about a whole set of very real disruptions
toour lives, our work routines have been drastically altered, and, quite understandably, our nerves
are frayed, as we scramble to adapt to the new reality. Plainly speaking, it is very difficult to
concentrate and to do our work [addressing staff well-being by recognizing/acknowledging
difficulties of staff members]. And yet, here you are, rising to the occasion, learning new tools,
sharing information, experiences, and best practices; consulting, assisting, mentoring,
collaborating, creating, communicating [promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff
members]. The flurry of messages today was both comforting and inspiring, helping us to learn
and do and cope [community building and promoting inclusivity]. jBravo! Kudos to all
[promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff members]! And keep the questions and
tips coming. We all benefit from them [communicating expectations from staff/future plans and

community building and promoting inclusivity].
The message continues with one Dispositional and two Situational subcategories:

| am also aware that some of our messages may seem intrusive and annoying [sharing
personal opinions]. But please bear with us and trust that our intentions are good (as the song
goes) and that we are doing everything in our power to be of assistance, resolve situations, cope
with emergencies, while acting in our best interests and in compliance with University
directives [discussing departmental decisions and policies to ensure transparency and

implementations and providing professional support on the level of the institution].
The message ends with one Dispositional subcategory and two Relational subcategories:

In order to bring some encouragement and inspiration, let me end by sharing a Piktochart
| came across that provides some interesting pointers for making the transition fromthe real world
to the digital learning environment: [provides URL] [sharing work-related/professional

information from own teaching experience and/or from a source outside the university].

Thank you all! [promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff members] | send
you strength and positive energy for tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that
[addressing/promoting staff well-being].

Warmly,
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate how an educational leader supported her staff
in transitioning from in-person to ERT and the strategies and actions she adopted to do so.
Organizational crises are often accompanied by fears, tensions, and a sense of loss of control and
under such circumstances, leadership skills are put to the ultimate test in navigating unexplored
territory.

The findings provide validation for Mutch’s (2015) model of adaptive leadership in
providing evidence of the three factors that characterize this type of leadership: dispositional,
relational and situational factors. Furthermore, the descriptions of the features of these factors also
received additional support in our findings. The dispositional factors of the DH’s leadership
included personal and professional background as well as personal opinions and preferences. The
relational factors of the DH’s leadership emphasized community building and a concern for the
teachers’ welfare and well-being. The situational factors related to attention to the wider
institutional context. The characterization of each of the three factors are in line with their

descriptionin Mutch’s (2015) model.

A central and widely accepted theory in the field of adaptive leadership is that proposed by
Heifetz et al. (2009), whereby leaders may need to reinvent themselves as they rally their team in
traversing unknown terrain. In the current study, the findings show that the DH made every effort
to rally the teachers around the common goal of effectively implementing ERT and at the same

time ensuring quality instruction.

Withregard to the relative weighting of the three factors as they were reflected in the DH’s
email messages, both the dispositional and relational factors were more or less equally weighted
(45% and 39% respectively); in other words, they constituted the main strategies in the DH’s
adaptive leadership. In contrast, the situational factors constituted only 17% of the content of her
email messages. On the one hand, perhaps the DH only partially shared the information that was
relayed by the authorities; on the other hand, it may reflect the actual extent of the involvement of

the administration.
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The DH, with the onset of COVID-19 and closure of the university campus, testified that
some of her decisions were planned whereas others were intuitive. For example, in relation to the
frequency of email messages she wrote that it was “a purely intuitive and very visceral decision”
to make it a daily occurrence. However, the efforts that were required to write daily messages
came with a personal price, as evidenced by her own response: “l was totally swallowed up by my
perceived need to function effectively and affectively, and | am still paying a heavy price.”

When asked to reflect on what, if anything, writing the daily emails taught her about
leadership in times of crisis, she (perhaps unknowingly) echoed the essence of adaptive leadership

within her context:

“..leadership is essential, particularly in times of crisis. Leaders need to spring into
action; they need to be seen and felt, they need to be proactive. They must communicate and
interact with all tiers within the Department and the institution, and the field. They must be
available at all times. They must question, ask, learn, educate themselves in order to encourage

their staff'to do likewise. You have to be if you want and expect others to become.”

It is clear that the DH made every effort to support her staff in transitioning to ERT and
even more than that. She adapted to the changing situation, provided direction, and, most

importantly, attended to teachers’ well-being and sense of community.

The main limitation of the study relates to the fact that the correspondence was for the most
part unidirectional; in other words, we are knowledgeable about what was written to the teachers,
but not with regard to their possible responses to them. The scope of this report was limited solely
to the writings of the DH. In the wider study, data regarding teachers' attitudes and actions during
this semester were gathered, and these will be analyzed in light of the current findings.

Among the strengths of the study is that the results lend support to the theory of adaptive
leadership, in that the three leadership factors suggested by Mutch (2015) were clearly identified.
Furthermore, additional insights into the features of each factor are provided. Finally, the focus on
educational leaders' roles during times of crisis sheds light on a context that has received limited

research attention in the past.

The major implication of the study is that leaders should become familiar with factors that

impact their decisions and actions during a crisis in order to be able to lead more effectively. This
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may be enhanced by examining their own responses within the framework of Dispositional,
Relational and Situational factors. This framework would also help them to better identify those
factors over which they have greater control, specifically Relational factors. Another implication
is that given the difficulties involved in supporting others, which may sometimes lead to feelings
of uncertainty and isolation, leaders should actively seek the advice and support of their peers

within and outside their institution.

In conclusion, the leadership skills identified in this study, while clearly reflecting the DH’s
distinct personality and disposition, can be adopted by leaders in similar contexts and crisis
situations. These skills may not necessarily be acquired through training and each leader needs to
find his/her own personal voice. The application of these same leadership skills (e.g., community
building, promotion of professional development, peer learning and sharing) in the day-to-day
functioning of the department will positively impact the work of its members. Furthermore, it will

stand them in good stead to face crisis situations in the future.
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