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The purpose of the present study was to explore professional capital in Lebanese public and private schools during
the transition to online learning, in order to identify lessons that can be applied as teachers and administrators
face the transition to a post-pandemic environment. Using a qualitative design, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with two teachers and one administrator at each of three public and three private schools in Lebanon.
The data were analysed using the constant comparative model. Findings revealed the importance of readiness, the

process of becoming ready, the role of the lead administrator and parents, having flexibility in decision-making,
and allowing collective responsibility in decision-making. Practical implications were then discussed to support
in the transition back to in-class learning.

Introduction

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools throughout the
world were faced with a growing list of quick decisions to be made,
from whether to remain open or close their doors, to how best to serve
students without sacrificing safety or quality of education. Discrepancies
amongst students’ access to technology and how conducive their home
environment was for learning led to even greater struggles to continue
learning, with a great share of the strain to offer equitable opportunities
falling on teachers’ shoulders (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020).

However, not all teachers responded in a similar fashion to the press-
ing demands of the shift to online learning and flexible instruction
amidst the pandemic. Differences were due in part to variations in the
populations of students being served, as well as the context in which
teachers worked (Chaaban, Arar, Sawalhi, Alhouti, & Zohri, 2021; Har-
greaves & Fullan, 2020). For instance, while some teachers in Lebanon
received training and professional development on the use of educa-
tional technologies prior to the transition to online learning, others were
not equipped with such knowledge or skills and were left to navigate
the sudden transition on their own (Chaaban et al., 2021). Addition-
ally, some teachers were supported by colleagues and school adminis-
tration in their navigation of remote learning, while others worked in
more siloed conditions. These discrepancies highlight a primary under-
lying and distinguishing feature between schools: while some schools
maintained and fostered high levels of professional capital, others were
operating with significantly less.

Originating in the economic sector, the concept of professional cap-
ital is one whose importance is difficult to deny in times of drastic
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change, as education during the pandemic has demonstrated. Defined as
the convergence of human capital, social capital, and decisional capital,
professional capital is seen as essential to effective instruction, particu-
larly in times of challenging educational circumstances (Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2012). Furthermore, the three components are closely related:
when there is an emphasis on developing social capital in their schools,
teachers also develop human capital, creating opportunities for the col-
lective group of teachers to support one another in their pursuit of
more knowledge and skills (Fullan, 2016). Similarly, expanding deci-
sional capital requires an investment from school leadership in teach-
ers’ human and social capital so teachers have an opportunity to re-
flect on their choices with others and improve their practice as a result
(Adams, 2017). Nothing can be dealt with in isolation because, in ed-
ucation, all of the elements interact, and even the act of teaching itself
cannot be reduced to a single individual (Strom & Viesca, 2020). Con-
sequently, professional capital in schools is not held solely by teachers,
but by the institution as a whole, as can be evidenced by the interde-
pendency between school leadership and teachers in the development
of professional capital (Belay et al., 2021; Tong & Razniak, 2016).

Professional capital can manifest itself in schools in a variety of ways.
Human capital can be evidenced by teachers pursuing continuous pro-
fessional development opportunities to advance their knowledge of tech-
nology integration in the classroom; social capital is manifested when
they engage in professional learning communities and peer learning op-
portunities to share best practices with colleagues (Chaaban et al., 2021;
Hollweck & Doucet, 2020). Decisional capital is observed when teach-
ers make decisions that directly impact their practice and allow them
to engage in their role as not only a teacher, but as an agentic teacher
leader (Chaaban et al., 2021; Chaaban, Sawalhi, & Du, 2021)
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Previous research has demonstrated the power of professional capital
within schools: higher levels of professional capital amongst teachers is
more closely related to greater job satisfaction than leadership practices
within the school (Adams, 2017). Additionally, promoting the develop-
ment of professional capital amongst teachers is related to higher levels
of teacher self-knowledge and confidence, as well as a greater willing-
ness to try new strategies and collaborate (Nolan & Molla, 2017; Reed
& Eyolfson, 2015). Despite these benefits, not all teachers have had suf-
ficient opportunity to develop their professional capital (Adams, 2017).
Because effective school leadership can play a significant role in creat-
ing opportunities and optimising teacher performance (Minckler, 2014),
failing to develop professional capital amongst teachers can have serious
implications for not only teachers, but for students, as well.

In Lebanon, a country plagued by regular electricity outages, limited
access to personal technologies, and frequent internet failure, profes-
sional capital becomes even more critical in equipping teachers with
the knowledge, support, and discretion needed to handle online in-
struction amidst sudden educational transitions. Indeed, when teach-
ers are only expected to be compliant, professionalism suffers. As
Sahlberg (2020) notes, ‘what many school leaders and teachers have
been asking during these months is more trust in their professional judg-
ment’ (p. 5). Placing greater trust in teachers is particularly worthy of
consideration and implementation in Lebanon, where consistency and
equitable access to educational opportunities was a veritable impossi-
bility pre-pandemic, only to be amplified midst the global chaos.

Due to the widespread disruption caused by the pandemic, educators
and administrators were faced with a rare opportunity to not only step
back and assess the current status of the education system in Lebanon,
but also to reimagine its future and how best to support our teachers in
the process. It is by honouring teachers’ professionalism that they may
be better supported in fulfilling and growing in their potential (Hollweck
& Doucet, 2020). Toward this end and using the framework of profes-
sional capital (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012), the present study aimed to
explore the status of professional capital in public and private schools
in Lebanon amidst the transition to online learning, with the goal of
capitalising on lessons learned in order to guide the path toward a post-
pandemic education.

Theoretical framework

Capital is defined as the worth of an individual or group, particu-
larly as it can be channelled to accomplish an intended goal (Hargreaves
& Fullan, 2012). This overarching concept can be applied to a vari-
ety of contexts, yielding such constructs as business capital or financial
capital. Consequently, professional capital has emerged as an applica-
tion of capital to professional work and is defined as the convergence
of human capital, social capital, and decisional capital (Hargreaves
& Fullan, 2012). In order to promote professional capital, all three
components must be addressed individually but also in combination
(Fullan, 2016).

Human capital

Human capital refers to ‘an individual’s cumulative abilities, knowl-
edge, and skills developed through formal and informal experiences’ (Pil
& Leana, 2009, p. 1103). In the field of education, human capital is rep-
resented in the content knowledge and competencies that teachers have
relative to the discipline they teach, in addition to their understanding of
the pedagogical content knowledge required to know how to teach and
how children learn most effectively (Belay et al., 2021). More specif-
ically, human capital in an educational context is concerned with the
specific ‘subject matter and its teaching knowledge, understanding the
students and their learning styles, and exhibiting emotional and social
capabilities to support students’ from diverse backgrounds’ (Belay et al.,
2021, p. 18). In other words, human capital encompasses whether teach-
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ers and administrators have sufficient knowledge, capacity, and desire
to act effectively (Hollweck & Doucet, 2020).

The framework of professional capital as presented by
Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) is significant in its emphasis on
promoting not only administrators, but also teachers as agents of
change (Cox, 2014). By developing professional capital in a school,
teachers are more likely to feel a commitment to one another, which
can then translate into a greater sense of accountability (Fullan et al.,
2015). This is manifested by a shared responsibility for continuous
improvement amongst school staff and administrators, in addition to a
shared responsibility for all students’ success (Fullan et al., 2015).

Furthermore, increasing teachers’ human capital is seen as a nec-
essary prerequisite for successful educational outcomes (Belay et al.,
2021). As researchers have shown, the more human capital possessed by
teachers—as indicated by more years of experience—the greater their
students’ achievement both on school tests and other measures, as well
as the greater the benefits conferred to colleagues (Daly et al., 2020;
Podolsky et al., 2019). However, it is worth noting that teachers’ human
capital may not always be accurately captured by years of experience
in the profession; as noted in a study by Wiswall (2013), teachers who
left the profession earlier tended to have higher levels of innate teacher
quality, suggesting that the relationship between years in the profession
and human capital may not always be linear.

Social capital

While human capital may appear to be comprehensive of all that
effective education requires, focusing on human capital alone is not suf-
ficient for its development (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Instead, it is
important to also promote social capital, or the quality of interactions
and relationships amongst individuals that affects teachers’ access to
knowledge, their sense of expectation and trust, and their likelihood of
adhering to the same behavioural code (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). In
this way, social capital centres on ‘resources that exist in social relations
(i.e. relational ties) between individuals as opposed to the resources of
a specific individual (human capital)’ (Daly et al., 2020, p. 10).

By focusing on the collective improvement of the group as a whole,
individuals may simultaneously improve the quality of each member in
the group (Fullan, 2016). The promotion of social capital increases hu-
man capital by expanding individuals’ networks for learning, allowing
teachers to share and merge their individual human capital, and en-
couraging the valuing of their peers and colleagues (Daly et al., 2020;
Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Importantly, social capital extends be-
yond school walls to encompass all stakeholders in students’ education
(Cox, 2014). Social capital is developed through collaboration, profes-
sional networks, and a culture of mutual assistance (Cox, 2014). While
school leadership plays a significant role in its promotion, social capital
appears to develop best when school leaders create a conducive envi-
ronment without trying to directly influence it (Minckler, 2014).

The significance of social capital in schools cannot be overstated: in
the absence of sufficient social capital, human capital—even when it
exists in abundance—may fail to attain the effectiveness it could other-
wise (Fullan, 2016; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Forming positive rela-
tionships in the context of social capital can promote both cognitive and
affective benefits, both of which can be particularly salient for teachers
(Fox & Wilsonn, 2015). Additionally, research has shown that by engag-
ing in more reflective practice in collegial settings, teachers’ confidence
increased in their own self not only as a teacher, but also as a learner
willing to try new things (Nolan & Molla, 2017). An emphasis on social
capital has also been shown to contribute to ongoing learning and peer
support, allowing teachers to share ideas, knowledge, and questions as
their sense of community is strengthened (Nolan & Molla, 2017).

The benefits of professional capital do not stop at the teacher: the
presence of social capital has been shown to correlate with higher stu-
dent achievement (Leana, 2011). Furthermore, the presence of social
capital in a school has even worked to counteract low levels of human



M. Yamak and Y. Chaaban

capital, yielding higher levels of student achievement than was found at
schools with lower social capital (Leana, 2011).

Decisional capital

Decisional capital refers to the ability to make necessary discre-
tionary judgments (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Specifically, decisional
capital is manifested when one is able to make decisions in situations
of uncertainty, and when the rules one typically adheres to provide
insufficient guidance on the best course of action (Hargreaves & Ful-
lan, 2012). As Nolan and Molla (2017) note, teachers’ decisional capital
is related to the ‘level of empowerment, voice and autonomy they have
in their day-to-day professional practices’ (p. 16). Developed in large
part through practice and further sharpened in environments marked
with social capital, decisional capital is the distinguishing mark of a
professional (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Decisional capital is fueled in
deep learning cultures by the presence of both human capital and social
capital (Fullan, 2016), both of which help empower the professional to
make more informed decisions over time and across circumstances.

Researchers have highlighted the importance of teachers possessing
the ability to impact their work environment through active contribu-
tions and decision making (e.g., Vahdsantanen et al., 2019), and this
becomes even more important as a result of the changing contexts ne-
cessitated by the pandemic’s impact on schools (Chaaban et al., 2021).
The presence of such decisional capital allows teachers to make judg-
ments in light of their changing contexts that are in their students’ and
their own best interest (Campbell, 2012).

Professional capital and change

The development of professional capital relies firstly on the iden-
tification of a clear vision that provides a clear direction for education
(Fullan et al., 2015). In moments that risk the absence of such direction —
such as amidst global changes in the nature of education resulting from a
pandemic — what becomes of professional capital? As Reed and Eyolfson
(2015) state, ‘when treated as professionals and given the opportunity
to participate in building and extending the profession, teachers rise to
the occasion’ (p. 38). In other words, it is the presence of high levels of
professional capital that can aid schools in navigating such large-scale
changes.

Professional capital and the pandemic

Emergency remote learning is not the same as online learning un-
der more ordinary circumstances (Hollweck & Doucet, 2020). Due
to the nature of the pandemic, teachers and administrators were af-
forded little time to adjust to the new mode of learning, often with
little sense of direction (Hollweck & Doucet, 2020). Furthermore, in
school systems that adhered to a strict top-down leadership approach,
Winthrop (2020) notes the missed opportunity to allow teachers and
school staff to respond according to their best judgment in the constantly
shifting landscape. In school systems that were marked by this absence
of decisional capital amongst school staff, teachers and administrators
were often forced to adjust to directives at the last minute, frequently to
the detriment of clarity within the school (Hollweck & Doucet, 2020).
In other school systems, teachers could do nothing but wait until they
received their directives from their designated leadership (Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2020). Compliance, Sahlberg (2020) argues, causes profession-
alism to suffer. It is by instead honouring the professionalism of teachers
and school leaders, or their human and decisional capital, that schools
can best be transformed in times of change (Hollweck & Doucet, 2020).

Additionally, the pandemic has highlighted discrepancies and in-
equalities on all fronts (Sahlberg, 2020), not the least of which is in
regards to human capital amongst teachers relative to their educational
technology skills (Hollweck & Doucet, 2020). Amidst the abundance of
educational technology options available, teachers often struggled to
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navigate the field, attempting to make last-minute informed decisions
during the transition about what would work for them and their stu-
dents and what would not (Hollweck & Doucet, 2020). While the chal-
lenges of teaching have increased over the years—not least of all amidst
the pandemic—the appropriate supports have not always followed suit
(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020).

Finally, in regards to social capital, ‘zoom fatigue’ during the pan-
demic required teachers and school leaders to find more innovative
and effective means to promote meaningful collaboration (Hollweck &
Doucet, 2020). The acknowledgement of parents—the ‘gatekeepers of
continued student learning’ (Chaaban et al., 2021)as a key stakeholder
in such collaborations is not to be overlooked (Pyhélto et al., 2014), par-
ticularly amidst the COVID-19 pandemic (Ehren et al., 2021). While the
pandemic did require the increase of teacher-parent collaboration—an
important contributor to social capital in education—differences in par-
ents’ readiness to be deeply involved in their children’s education had
the potential to yield different results, with some parents expressing
their frustration at the change in quality of the education their children
were receiving (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020; Hollweck & Doucet, 2020).
Overall, however, social capital during the pandemic seems to have de-
pended largely on its manifestation in a given school before the pan-
demic: in schools where collaborative professionalism already existed,
the pandemic accelerated it even further (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2020).

The Lebanese context

Schools closed because of the pandemic on February 29 in Lebanon
(Chaaban et al., 2021). Distance learning became the delivery model
for all learning activities, with variations arising between schools due
to differences in access to personal devices, Internet, and electricity.
Differences in socioeconomic status also led to broader distinctions be-
tween how distance learning was carried out in private schools and in
public schools. For instance, private schools that served higher SES stu-
dent populations were able to rely more steadily on synchronous learn-
ing through video conferencing, in addition to asynchronous learning
through PowerPoint lectures, worksheets, and other web resources that
could be accessed on learning platforms or social media applications.

Public schools, on the other hand, were encouraged by the Ministry
of Education to use any means possible to continue learning, such as
through recorded lectures and online exams (Bizri et al., 2021). The Min-
istry provided teachers with accounts on Microsoft Teams, but the insuf-
ficient technological infrastructure—in addition to the lack of teacher
training or supports in place—meant the accounts were not activated
(Chaaban et al., 2021). Across the board, both private and public schools
faced numerous challenges in the 2019-2020 academic year, marked by
not only the pandemic, but also the political, economic, and social insta-
bility that plagued the country and led to the social uprising in October
2019 (Bizri et al., 2021). Following the start of the political and social
revolution and before the onset of the pandemic, schools closed their
doors for over two months, with only a few private schools able to sus-
tain student learning from a distance as teachers and institutions tried
for the first—but not the last—time that year to adapt to remote learn-
ing.

Methods
Research design and participants

The present study followed a qualitative approach to explore the
following research question: how was professional capital—comprised
of human capital, social capital, and decisional capital—manifested in
Lebanese public and private schools during the pandemic? Based on the
determination that school context can impact teachers’ sense of profes-
sional capital, we decided to include both private and public schools
in the study. Using stratified purposive sampling (Patton, 2002), we re-
cruited only primary teachers to reduce variations in experience that
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could be attributed to grade level taught. Based on our criteria, we
then sent invitations to several primary schools in the country to re-
quest participation. Twelve teachers, all female and spread across six
schools—three private and three public—volunteered to participate.
The teachers’ years of experience ranged from eight to 33, with their
ages ranging accordingly from 31 to 50. Eleven participants held a bach-
elor’s degree while only one held a Master’s degree. In addition to the
teachers, we chose to also collect data from the principal at each of the
six schools to triangulate and gain further insight from multiple perspec-
tives regarding professional capital at the school.

Data collection and analysis

To collect data, we relied on a semi-structured interview protocol, al-
lowing participants to openly express their perceptions and experiences
during the transition to emergency distance learning resulting from the
pandemic. Participants answered questions asking them to consider the
first steps and decisions made following school closure, any training op-
portunities that were pursued following school closure, instructional ap-
proaches used, support from school leadership, and how they overcame
any challenges. Interviews were conducted in either Arabic or English,
depending on the participants’ preference, and they lasted around 40-
50 min. All data were audio-recorded and transcribed in preparation for
analysis and then stored on a password-protected computer. We com-
plied with the required protocol for data collection and storage, and we
notified participants of the voluntary nature of their participation, as
well as how we would maintain their confidentiality.

Data were analysed for the present study using the constant com-
parative model (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The initial stage of data
analysis followed a top-down deductive methodology, guided by the
professional capital theoretical framework. Participants’ responses were
coded within the framework, and responses within each component of
the framework were analysed for emerging themes. We then followed
with a second, inductive stage of data analysis (Patton, 2002) to deter-
mine if further themes emerged from the data that were not adequately
accounted for by the theoretical framework.

Findings

To answer the research questions in the present study, we analysed
the interview data for patterns in responses across the three constructs
of professional capital. The results of this analysis are presented in the
sections below.

Human capital

With regards to human capital, the theme of readiness and becom-
ing ready was prevalent in participants’ responses. In this theme, there
was a clear divide between public and private schools. Specifically, par-
ticipants in private schools often indicated that while the transition to
online learning was a surprise, they were—to a certain extent—ready
for it because of their training before the onset of the pandemic. For ex-
ample, the principal at one private school indicated, ‘We were ready for
[the transition to online learning]. Back in 2017, we had announced our
vision for 2020, which is basically what we’re doing now.” A teacher at
the same school similarly noted, ‘We had some technical skills already.
The school has Smart Boards, and we all use ActivInspire in class, so we
did have technical skills to use.” Another private school principal noted,
‘The school was ready for online learning. We had the equipment—some
buildings were better prepared than others—but because we were able
to pay more money, we had a better infrastructure, so we were fine.’

Public schools, however, faced a notable challenge due to the ab-
sence of comparable levels of technology use and equipment in their
classrooms prior to the pandemic. One teacher at a public school stated,
‘Nobody was ready, and nobody was prepared. Nobody knew what
would happen—it was like a shock for us. We were not prepared, neither
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the teachers nor the students, and the necessary infrastructure was not
available.” The principal at another public school indicated the same:
‘Teachers were not prepared or trained to teach online. Many teachers
had never used technology in their lessons, and many of them did not
have the knowledge to create lessons online. It was never a need for
them.’

The distinction in technological readiness levels between public and
private schools created implications for the consequent process of be-
coming ready. At private schools, while technological training was still
offered, principals and administrative staff also had the flexibility to fo-
cus on mental readiness, or preparing and calming teachers mentally
and emotionally for the sudden changes they were facing. As one prin-
cipal at a private school recalled:

I kept telling everyone to not panic. This was our plan. We’ve already
done phase one [as part of our vision]. We’ve done phase two, and
we’re going to go on to phase three. It came sooner and under a
context that we had not created. But we’re ready.

Additionally, because they already had some background with ed-
ucational technology, teachers at private schools could often take the
initiative to learn more about varied tools to enhance their instruction.
One teacher noted, ‘There were some teachers who began to discover on
their own, and some teachers were already using some apps, but now if
you ask some, they will tell you a whole list.” Another teacher recalled,
‘I attended many webinars to work on my own skills; I would attend
all the workshops that the school provided.” And while some workshops
and training were offered through schools, many others were sought
out independently by teachers. According to one teacher at a private
school, ‘I had to sit literally hours on webinars, on YouTube videos. I
was self-taught and I had a lot of things that I had to learn on my own.’

At public schools, teacher initiative became even more critical due to
the absence of sufficient and relevant training offered by the Ministry of
Education, the responsible body for offering professional development
sessions at public schools. While the Ministry of Education did offer
training on the use of Microsoft Teams, teachers in public schools found
it largely unusable due to the strained economic conditions and lack of
personal technology devices—and often internet—in the homes of the
children they taught. A public school principal remarked:

The schools cannot provide any workshops except through the Min-
istry, and they only gave them a workshop on Teams, but this was
too fast and the teachers did not have the chance to apply it because
the students and the parents do not have the devices to use the ap-
plication. It was just a waste of their time.

Instead, teachers had to take the initiative to discover more acces-
sible methods of technology that relied on the use of less cellular data.
One public school teacher described:

Because some students do not have access to [Microsoft Teams], and
it takes up too much Internet, when I send them the PowerPoint
with my voice explaining everything, this was a better option for
us. [...] If you want to add animations, or convert it into a video,
there are many techniques that I did not know, and I would go
to YouTube and watch the videos and learn.

Another teacher echoed the sentiment, stating ‘There were many
initiatives taken on a personal level on a variety of topics related to
online instruction. So now we are comfortable working on PowerPoint
and finding resources online and, of course, this has affected our work
greatly.” The principal at the school even indicated that teachers who
were confident with a specific tool would then offer their own training
to their colleagues.

In summary, private schools often had some degree of preparation
in technology tools or training prior to the pandemic, but public schools
rarely did. So, while private schools entered the pandemic with some
degree of readiness, public schools needed to rely much more on becom-
ing ready, which often then required personal initiative, which teachers
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consistently enacted. As one principal succinctly stated, the reason for
the school’s success amidst the transition was ‘not the tool. It’s always
the teachers.’

Social capital

While marked discrepancies could be observed in human capital be-
tween private and public schools, social capital hinged more acutely on
the role of the lead administrator at the school, regardless of whether it
was a private or public institution. In this way, the findings point to
the key role played by the administrator not in directly creating the
structure for teachers to collaborate, but rather in providing the type of
social and emotional support necessary to create an environment con-
ducive for collaboration, as suggested by Minckler (2014). This links, as
well, to the importance of establishing positive relationships amongst
key stakeholders (Fox & Wilsonn, 2015). In particular, in schools where
the lead administrator took on the role of providing emotional support
and a safe environment to learn from one’s mistakes, teachers reaped
notable benefits. For example, at one private school, the principal in-
formed the teachers, ‘We will learn when we make mistakes, so do not
worry about the mistakes you’re making. I have your back; the divi-
sion directors have your back.” Consequently, one teacher at the school
noted, ‘We discussed, and we shared our feelings about if we were sup-
ported. [...] We would not have explored new things had it not been
for the guidance of my director.” Furthermore, by proactively taking a
stance to ensure teachers felt emotionally supported during the transi-
tion to online learning, administrators also fostered an environment for
teacher collaboration. For example, one teacher noted, ‘Our relation-
ship with the principals is very smooth [...] we supported each other
emotionally.” She then continued to illustrate:

We are a real team; we are one team, so if I made any exercise, or
PowerPoint, or game, we share with each other. [...] We collabo-
rate and we do things for each other, so we do not all do the same
work. We try to make it easier for each other: if someone cannot do
something, we all help. So, we take each other’s circumstances into
consideration.

At another school with a similar environment of administrative sup-
port, one teacher observed:

A lot of keeping the closed doors that you had maybe in the class-
rooms when you were at school - they were all opened up. Now ev-
erybody was in everyone’s classroom, as well. Everyone was inside
your world, as well.

In contrast, schools where the lead administrator was more emotion-
ally removed and continued to view their role as solely administrative
did not succeed as notably in fostering such collaboration. At one pri-
vate school, for example, the lead administrator claimed, ‘My role is
more of a theoretical role, rather than being hands-on or a down-to-
earth role...I rarely communicate with [teachers] directly.’ Teachers at
the school noted greater challenges in their ability to collaborate with
one another. One teacher stated, ‘Sometimes the ability to collaborate
was a bit difficult because we were all at home. [...] We would be ex-
hausted, but we still had our work done.” While they noted adminis-
trative support in instances such as for student disruptions, they also
commented:

Now, we barely collaborate. [...] Mostly, we support each other emo-
tionally. We were meeting more at the beginning of the year. Now,
we barely meet. They gave us a lot of resources, and techniques and
videos to watch, but once that was over, we do not meet anymore.

Amidst the transition, then, to online learning, teachers indicated
the need for both emotional and technical support. In schools where
emotional support was offered by principals, technical support could be
comfortably explored and offered by fellow teachers, thus furthering the
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growth of their social capital. However, in situations where administra-
tors focused on offering solely technical support or were less proactive
in offering emotional support, teachers indicated a greater sense of dis-
connect from each other and a more limited ability to collaborate and
foster the development of their social capital.

Despite setbacks, it is important to note that administrative support
was generally felt in the public schools: one teacher commented that,
‘Everything that I am discussing, the administration helped create the
foundation for. They follow up on the smallest of details.” Another re-
called how the principal offered support, provided teachers with work-
shops, and opened the school building for teachers who did not have
internet at home.

While the same importance of the lead administrator in setting the
tone for the development of social capital could be seen in public
schools, faculty and staff faced an additional obstacle in the form of
limited technology devices and internet at home, and a consequently
greater need to rely on parents as part of their social capital development.
One teacher noted, ‘When we were online, you could say that it was the
parents who were learning with the students.” A principal even stated
that one of the first decisions was ‘how to convince the parents [of the
value] of their children learning online.” Another principal comprehen-
sively captured the importance of collaborating with parents in the tran-
sition to online learning:

The success of the school depended on the parents, and because there
were factors beyond the parents’ ability, they could not respond, and
so we were not successful. Maybe at times they could not respond,
and sometimes they did not care to respond, and it’s not possible to
know what the problem is, and that’s why the success of online teach-
ing cannot be measured from our side only, from what the teachers
were doing. It’s a partnership with the parents.

However, obstacles in communication and securing buy-in from par-
ents interfered in how that administrative support could then be traced
down to the teachers. Multiple teachers at public schools described how
the administration served as the bridge of communication between par-
ents and teachers. Despite that, one teacher observed, ‘The school cannot
do anything. The principal sent [parents] messages, but not all parents
have the resources, and the school does not either.’ Difficulties in man-
aging external stakeholder satisfaction resulted in divided responsibili-
ties, where principals attempted to mitigate the negative repercussions
felt by children in public schools, but in the face of uncontrollable cir-
cumstances, could not always succeed. The result was often a sentiment
shared by teachers in public schools that there was insufficient time for
collaboration, despite best efforts amongst teachers to compensate.

Decisional capital

With regards to decisional capital, private and public schools again
faced a noteworthy distinction: flexibility in decision-making. Specifically,
public schools were bound to abide by decisions made by the Ministry
of Education, while private schools had significantly more flexibility in
their decisions. One public school teacher noted, ‘Sometimes the school
would make its own decisions, but they would be small. Big decisions,
such as school openings, would come from the Ministry.” While this in-
herently restricted the decisional capital at public schools, it did not
eliminate it. As administrators and teachers at public schools demon-
strated, decisional capital received significant emphasis during the tran-
sition to online learning. Specifically, in both public and private schools,
decisional capital, when enacted through collaboration, tended to yield
the best results. One principal at a public school stated:

I think the collective responsibility was very important. Instead of
telling the teachers that they must do something, I always involved
them in the decisions, especially when these decisions came from
the Ministry, so it was not a matter of obligation - it was more about
their responsibility towards their profession and students.
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By promoting collective responsibility in decision making, administra-
tors communicated to teachers the importance of their own experience
and knowledge. One private school teacher noted, ‘As teachers, we take
part in the decisions, so it’s not that [the administration] make the de-
cisions and we only implement.” Another teacher effectively influenced
her school’s overall approach to online learning: ‘I played a big role with
the administration, [saying] that we do not just want lecturing in our
lessons. I really tried hard with the administration and I volunteered
to give teachers training sessions.” Whether through direct communica-
tion or through hierarchical channels, teachers at some schools were ac-
tively involved in shaping the online transition. A private school teacher
noted, ‘The channel was our director: we would express whatever our
thoughts were and our director would pass it on...and they listened.’
Such decision-making collaboration was often met with gratitude: one
public school teacher commented:

I'm grateful we had these meetings with administration for their sup-
port and to collaborate so the decision was not made on her own. Of
course, at the end, the decision is hers to take, but she would listen
to what everyone had to say and she would take ideas from everyone
and she would ask for input from everyone, so this was really nice
in our administration.

By involving teachers in making informed decisions, administrators
also gained further comfort in their own decisions. As one principal
stated, ‘What makes me comfortable in making a decision to stay on-
line is that our teachers are doing an amazing job.’

In addition to teacher involvement in shaping school’s decisional
capital, parents also played a significant role, particularly in pub-
lic schools. Because parents of children at public schools played a
pivotal role in securing devices and reliable internet for their chil-
dren—something parents of children at private schools could often fo-
cus less consciously on—they were also invited to participate in shaping
schools’ decisions amidst the transition. Whether agreeing to use What-
sApp for instruction rather than Teams ‘as requested by parents,” or ac-
tively surveying parents to determine what mode of instruction would
suit their children best, public schools involved parents as important
stakeholders in making decisions.

In schools where teachers were not involved in the decision-making
process, teachers sometimes suffered from ill-informed decisions as a
result. For instance, at one private school, the lead administrator stated:

I try to be eclectic in my decisions; I try to take what’s best in ev-
ery decision I received from the Ministry. Sometimes I hit that right
and sometimes wrong, so when [ commit a mistake in taking any
decision, I go back to the counsellors of our school and ask for their
help. [...] Usually I'm very democratic with them - ‘Let me hear your
opinion on this and that,” — and I hear them all. This time, I said we
do not have this luxury. Just apply what decision I am taking this
time.

Teachers at this school did not always support the resulting deci-
sions. One teacher commented:

They took the decision to honour the Ministry of Education’s decision
to go via hybrid. I honestly can say I do not approve of it. [...] 'm not
supposed to influence the decisions made by the principals—no, we
were just informed of their decisions, but they were happy to hear
our opinions.

Another teacher at the same school similarly lamented the decision
to rotate two groups of students between online and in-person learning,
noting the added work and confusion it created. She added, ‘At the end,
it’s up to the teacher. She should have her own way, to find her own
way to develop and have her own classroom management.’

In summary, whether through collecting input from parents and
teachers, or empowering teachers to make the decisions necessary to
best address their students’ needs, both private and public schools re-
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flected the importance of fostering decisional capital amidst the transi-
tion to online learning.

Discussion

The present study aimed to explore professional capital in Lebanese
public and private schools during the transition to online learning in or-
der to identify lessons that can be applied as teachers and administrators
face the transition to a post-pandemic environment.

The first theme relevant to human capital that emerged from the
findings was that of readiness. Specifically, public school teachers were
generally not as prepared as their private counterparts for the transition
to online learning due to limitations in funding that restricted access
to educational technologies prior to the pandemic. Educational dispari-
ties existed even before the pandemic began and, in most countries, this
could be seen in the inequities in access to digital technologies, which
the pandemic seems to have amplified even further (Sahlberg, 2021), as
the findings of the present study similarly suggested. In Lebanon, where
the gap between public and private schools is notable (Baroudi, 2019),
differences in exposure to educational technologies prior to the pan-
demic were further exaggerated when education shifted to depend en-
tirely on such technologies. Even outside of the classroom, the increas-
ing rate of poverty in the country, exacerbated by the economic crisis,
meant many families had limited access to appropriate devices to sus-
tain remote learning effectively (Bizri et al., 2021). Consequently, this
points to the importance of ensuring equity in and amongst schools in
Lebanon, an endeavour that could be initiated from the national level by
providing greater funding for public schools, or from the school level.
For instance, Baroudi (2019) noted the lack of appropriate training for
public school administration in setting effective budgets, which, if rec-
tified, could reduce educational sector debts and bypass unnecessary
expenses. If public schools have more available funds to then contribute
to their access to educational technologies, the levelling of the playing
field between public and private schools could be more easily attained,
as the unequal transition to online learning has made evident. Address-
ing inequalities early—being preventative rather than reactive—is not
only the more effective route in terms of cost (Sahlberg, 2021), but also
in terms of ensuring equitable chances of student success.

Due to differences in readiness, the process of becoming ready was
a second theme that emerged in the present study. As teachers at pri-
vate schools were more familiar with the technological aspect of on-
line learning, principals could focus more on promoting faculty’s emo-
tional and mental well-being while teachers took the initiative to learn
about educational tools to be applied in their online lessons. In pub-
lic schools, teacher initiative was even more critical, often because the
training offered by the Ministry of Education proved largely unusable
given the constraints on resources experienced by public school students
and their families. Self-directedness amongst teachers is critical in both
times of change and times of stability (Campbell, 2012; Sahlberg, 2021;
Vidhésantanen et al., 2019). This was evident in the present study: teach-
ers in both Lebanese public and private schools who demonstrated such
initiative and self-directed behaviours consistently did so to the benefit
of their students and the effective execution of online learning, despite
constraints beyond their control. Promoting and supporting the devel-
opment of self-directedness amongst teachers should therefore serve as a
continued goal post-pandemic. Additionally, the findings of the present
study point to the importance of knowing the technology access students
have prior to designing the online learning experience. As researchers
re-assess what the digital divide means today, the prerequisite of having
home technologies—as well as the opportunity, time, and space to use
them—has proven critical (Ng, 2021; Talaee & Noroozi, 2019). This has
led to a proposal for balanced technology use, relying on technologies
only when they enhance quality teaching in a way that could not be
attained otherwise (Hargreaves, 2021; Ng, 2021). As schools transition
out of fully online learning, it will be pertinent to remember such goals:
continuing to empower teachers to be trusted initiative-takers, while en-
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suring technology use does not become the unchallenged norm as long
as there are students who exist on the other side of the digital divide.

With regards to social capital, the important role of the lead adminis-
trator was notable in both public and private schools: in schools where
the lead administrator focused on providing emotional support and a
sense of community, teachers were able to collaborate more effectively
with one another. This aligns with what Minckler (2014) observed:
school leadership’s role is to create the environment for the develop-
ment of social capital rather than try to control it directly. As seen in
the present study, such an approach on behalf of the lead administrator
promoted social capital development, primarily by creating a safe and
conducive environment for it. The responsibility, then, fell to teachers
to collaborate effectively with one another, which was feasible due to
the environment that had been created. This points to the role adminis-
trators should embody post-pandemic: it is not enough to focus on man-
agerial tasks while expecting teachers to collaborate with one another
of their own accord. It is important to note that previous research has
indicated that principals in Lebanon have tended to be more effective
in managerial tasks than in leadership tasks (Baroudi & Hojeij, 2020).
However, research on principals in Lebanon has also shown that teach-
ers tend to view principals as effective leaders if they place an emphasis
on building strong human relationships by listening to teachers’ feel-
ings and concerns and motivating them (Harb & Karami-Akkary, 2021).
Therefore, as the present study showed, administrators in Lebanon can
begin adopting an instructional leadership style by securing teachers’
emotional and mental well-being, while also providing the time and
space for teachers to collaborate. By so doing, they become active mem-
bers of the collaborative process, thereby promoting their own effective-
ness as leaders while allowing teachers the capacity to work effectively
with one another.

Additionally, findings indicated the importance of relying on parents
as part of social capital development. Given that online learning largely
happened in students’ homes, parent buy-in became a key part of the
collaborative process in ensuring online learning was a smooth and ef-
fective endeavour. As Cox (2014) noted, social capital extends to all
stakeholders involved in a child’s education, which includes parents,
particularly when learning is happening remotely at home. This implies
the need to continue to involve parents as active stakeholders in chil-
dren’s education post-pandemic. There are multiple avenues for con-
tinued parental involvement in children’s learning, including the in-
volvement of parents in educational technology use at home (Talaee
& Noroozi, 2019). The pandemic has emphasised the importance of cre-
ating strong bonds between parents and teachers, and as the primary
setting for learning transitions back to the classroom, it will be worth
preserving this lesson in the aim of maximising the development of so-
cial capital in schools.

In terms of decisional capital, flexibility in decision-making referred to
private school’s greater ability to make decisions without being bound
by the Ministry of Education, as public schools contractually were. Due
to the minimal autonomy given to public schools in Lebanon, the role
of public school principals is often limited to purely bureaucratic tasks
(Baroudi, 2019). Such centralised control over public schools has been
observed to have multiple effects, ranging from reduced teacher hap-
piness and effectiveness, to even the quality of the school building it-
self (Mattar, 2012). Amidst the transition to online learning, such cen-
tralised control has had similarly negative effects, particularly as trust-
ing teachers and administrators to make the right decisions in times of
transition has proven to be critical during the pandemic (Chaaban et al.,
2021; Sahlberg, 2021). As the transition following the pandemic poses
an ideal opportunity to question the effectiveness of how things have
always been done, it will be a worthy endeavour to similarly encourage
the greater allotment of agency to public schools and the administra-
tors and teachers who are ‘closest to the action’ (Sahlberg, 2021, p.17).
In addition to allowing greater agency for public schools, the Ministry
of Education could seize this transition as an opportunity to form pro-
ductive partnerships with private schools, to learn from and apply what
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worked well for them to form a new model of public education that
serves all students effectively.

Finally, schools with collective responsibility in decision-making in-
volved faculty and administration—as well as parents—in the collab-
orative process to reach decisions they believed would best serve the
needs of their students. In the absence of collective responsibility, ad-
ministration would sometimes make ill-informed decisions that teachers
would then bear the burden of managing. Prior research has similarly
pointed to the importance of teachers’ professionalism amidst the pan-
demic, which has required them to overcome widening inequalities, de-
velop technical proficiency, and collaborate with parents and communi-
ties to ensure the delivery of an effective education (Ehren et al., 2021).
To do so requires collective agency, or ‘the ability of individual teachers
to act collectively and draw on systems of mutual support’ (Ehren et al.,
2021, p. 62). Previous research has also revealed that teachers view col-
laboration as part of a principal’s effectiveness: principals who involve
others in decision-making are more likely to be viewed as effective lead-
ers (Harb & Karami-Akkary, 2021). As the education of children is a
joint effort shared by administrators, teachers, and parents, and as each
member shares part of the experience that makes a child’s education
complete, the sense of shared responsibility is one that should shape
educational systems post-pandemic, encouraging open communication
and soliciting insight from all members involved.

Conclusion

As the pandemic has made clear, shared professional capital amongst
faculty and administration in educational institutions should be an in-
tegral part of every school, every day. Through human capital, teachers
in all schools should be equipped proactively with the tools and skills
necessary to teach in a diversity of settings and under a diversity of con-
straints, and this requires adequate funding and support from admin-
istration and governments. Through social capital, teachers should be
supported in their collaborative efforts, working alongside their admin-
istrators and students’ parents to achieve a common goal. And through
decisional capital, teachers and administrators require the agency to be
able to make informed decisions as they see fit in order to best serve the
needs of their students. When teachers and administrators are trusted,
they have proven—as in the present study—that they are able to move
things forward, even amidst an emergency. Post-pandemic, then, is the
time for such a climate to emerge from the lessons learned, to empower
and entrust those responsible for the education of the coming genera-
tions.
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