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Keywords: The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the learning technologies disparity in the U.S. K-12 education system, thus
Community of practice broadening an already existing and troublesome digital divide. Low-income and minority students and families
C?\{id-19‘ . were particularly disadvantaged in accessing hardware and software technologies to support teaching and
ED:iﬁ:iii:lde learning. Moreover, the homicide of George Floyd fostered a new wave of inquiry about racism and inequality,
Intersectionality questioning often enabled with and through technology and social media. To address these issues, this article
Technology explores how parents and teachers experienced the pandemic through intersectional and digital divide-driven

lenses. Data were collected from eight parents of underserved children and nine U.S. K-12 teachers to better
understand challenges and best practices related to learning technologies during the pandemic. Data collection
also focused on conversations about social justice, exploring specific needs and strategies for addressing tech-
nology inclusion and diversity in educational environments. Results from the study suggest that COVID-19 was a
source of increased digital divide in terms of community and social support rather than economic means. At the
same time, staying at home facilitated family discussions about racism and intersectionality-related themes.
Implications are suggested for improving school communities and contexts in dealing with pandemic and

emergency learning.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the learning technologies
disparity in the U.S. K-12 education system, thus broadening an already
existing and troublesome digital divide [12,17]. Low-income and mi-
nority students and families were particularly disadvantaged in access-
ing hardware and software technologies to support teaching and
learning. The disparity was not just financial; for instance, many
low-income parents served as essential workers during the pandemic.
They returned to work, unable to supervise and assist their children who
were at home and attempting to learn remotely. Finally, recent protests
about diversity, inequity, and inequality put a spotlight on racism and
access to equal rights and opportunities. This unusual and yet pivotal
combination of events has led to a critical and urgent need for the
exploration of the intersectionality of education, learning technologies,
diversity, and equality.

Updated approaches are needed to address these issues, which can
have long term consequences for underserved populations, their access
to education, and broader conversations about diversity and inclusion.

* Corresponding author.

To address this challenge, this study explored how parents and teachers
experienced the pandemic through digital divide-driven, intersectional,
and community lenses. More specifically, we drew on structural inter-
sectionality to understand how different social systems are intertwined
in influencing individual experiences [1,6] and the digital divide [22].
Such an agenda provides an opportunity to reflect on how communities
of practice [48] may influence inclusion and support before, during, and
after a time of crisis (e.g., a pandemic).

This article reports on a study structured in two parts and informed
by a multi-method research approach that is well aligned with inter-
sectionality theory [18]. The first part of the methodology included
eight interviews that were conducted with parents of underserved stu-
dents (e.g., varying in income, gender, race, and ethnicity). The in-
terviews acted as a needs assessment to develop a deeper understanding
of access to and perceptions of learning technologies, teachers’ practice,
online classroom environments, and related policies. The second part of
the research study included three mixed group interviews of nine total
teachers. It served as an opportunity to debrief and summarize oppor-
tunities to expand and consolidate what had been learned from parents.
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The combined processes utilized three intersectionality strategies: anti-
categorical, intercategorical, and intracategorical [25]. The investigation
built upon a growing and evolving literature base using intersectionality
for making education more inclusive and accessible [23,24].

The outcomes of the study were twofold. First, we were able to frame
and highlight the increased need of equality due to technology de-
pendency in education, which is now more relevant than ever given the
rise of remote instruction. Second, we provided insights and implica-
tions for better interaction between teachers and parents. Both results
can serve as examples of best practices informing new policies and ap-
proaches across different educational systems and contexts.

2. Literature review
2.1. The digital divide and inclusion

The term digital divide implies an inequality due to and/or worsened
by the presence or absence of technology. We depend on technology for
a variety of daily tasks, from personal communication to content access.
Therefore, technology disparities can have severe implications for un-
derserved populations when it comes to topics like teaching and
learning. Indeed, education is strongly influenced by social media and
instructional tools ranging from Google Classroom to Kahn Academy. As
such, the educational landscape hosts inequalities and disparities due to
the accessibility of its innovative facets, reiterating the impact of social
determinants of health on equality and power hierarchy [35]. For
instance, Livingstone and Helsper [22] directed 1511 interviews with 9
tol9-year-old children and 906 parents; they found that the digital
divide is associated with gender, race, and income. Stornaiuolo and
LeBlanc [38] also highlighted how the myths of digital citizenship and
global connectedness should be overturned by comprehending the dis-
parities in terms of time, space, materials, race, genre, and language.

Despite the importance of accessibility, increasing attention has been
given to knowledge rather than mere access [15]. Indeed, digital tools
are starting to show a high level of penetration across the population;
therefore, the main challenge is deploying them in the most productive
way (e.g., reducing screen time, finding proper resources, etc.). As such,
the digital divide is increasingly seen as a multi-faceted phenomenon. As
argued by van Dijk [46], the digital divide has been analyzed according
to multiple theories, from social construction of technology [28] to the
Bordieu’s concepts of habitus and capital [5]. According to van Dijk
[46], the digital divide has different moving targets, and the focus is
gradually moving toward predispositions to technology and the social
factors involved [44,45]. More recently, attention has been focused on
community and social contexts as an answer rather than a barrier,
looking at ways to make digital literacy a community front. For instance,
Ellison and Solomon [11] explored how African American parents
developed counterstrategies for overturing common representations
about digital literacy.

Following this broader lens, Nielson [26] described three main
impact areas of the gap: economic (absence of technology), usability
(difficulty in using the technology), and empowerment (not being able to
realize the technology potential in terms of identity and
self-empowerment). Looking at the educational system, Warschauer
[50] expanded Nielson’s list to include school access, home access,
school use, gender gap, and generation gap. He claimed that sociocul-
tural learning theories should be deployed for bridging the multiple
actors involved.

This expanded definition has been related to digital or academic
literacy in accessing electronic content, and how the role of social
context and community is important for addressing digital divide chal-
lenges [23,37]. Schools and educators have been accused by several
authors of providing inadequate support for staging proper inclusive
interventions. For instance, Tang and Bao [40] found that educators
often lack usability expertise; they are, therefore, not able to maximize
the impact of the technologies for staging proactive and inclusive
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changes. Reinhart, Thomas and Toriskie [31] came to similar conclu-
sions, pointing to a diffused usability gap among the teacher workforce.
Finally, Souto-Manning and Rabadi-Raol [37] accused the U.S. educa-
tional system of imposing underserved students constructed notions of
inferiority, deficit, and cultural difference. This entire body of literature
points to a low level of teacher training for addressing these issues and,
at the same, to an increasing need of community support for dealing
with them.

This cause has been embraced by the community informatics (CI) field,
which focuses on how technology can become a bearer of action and
change among underserved populations [16]. To achieve this goal,
digital tools need to foster networking and mutual exchange between
individuals, being able to address urgent needs but also long-term ob-
jectives through peer-support, attention to health, and knowledge
sharing [33,34].

This increasingly attention to the social component of the digital
divide has also fostered attention toward how communities can address
its worsening due to COVID-19. Indeed, Azevedo and colleagues [2]
directed several simulations regarding the future consequences of school
closing and remote learning during the pandemic, pointing at a loss of
0.3-0.9 years of schooling across the world—particularly impacting
minorities and underserved populations. Moreover, livari, Sharma and
Venta-Olkkonen [20] claimed that the pandemic presented several risks
for young learners and their families, which are been overlooked by
institutions and stakeholders. Looking at potential solutions, Van de
Werfhorst and colleagues [43] found that in this situation the students’
technology skills are the reference variable to consider, which is related
to parents’ and educators’ support and expertise. Czerniewicz and col-
leagues [7] summarized the thoughts of a group of higher education
scholars from several South African public universities, highlighting
how COVID-19 is affecting vital, resource and existential inequalities
among young adults. The authors also claimed that networking is an
effective solution for promoting digital tools as instruments of boding
and empowerment. Drouin et al. [8] analyzed how social media are
becoming important tools for gathering information and dealing with
anxiety during the current pandemic for both children and parents. They
analyzed parents’ (n = 260) attitudes toward digital media, finding an
increasing use due to COVID-19 and potential benefits in terms of
knowledge acquisition and social support. Beaunover and colleagues [4]
observed that COVID-19 has weakened minorities’ digital literacy and
their ability to re-connect to their community; these authors suggest that
social and peer support are a key strategy to overturn this trend,
addressing the lack of assistance and isolation that are damaging un-
derserved populations the most.

2.2. Intersectionality and education

There is a direct and important connection between the digital divide
and intersectionality. The intersectionality framework focuses on how
multiple social categories and affiliations (e.g., race, gender, sexual
orientation, disability, etc.) are intertwined within the individual (micro
level), repeating and enforcing interlocked systems of power and
oppression in society (macro level). Examples include racism, misogyny,
and homophobia [6]. As such, intersectional approaches rely on
analyzing how multiple identities co-exist and then exploring the
outcome of this interconnection, with specific attention on marginalized
and underserved minorities and groups. It has also been associated with
supporting theories like ableism [51]. The COVID-19 pandemic, its
related economic challenges, and protests about race and equality have
all made this topic even more timely and important; at the same time,
technology represents an important channel for understanding these
complex events from an instructional perspective.

Since its establishment as an academic perspective in the 1990s,
intersectionality has been used in a variety of fields and disciplines
ranging from gender studies to public health. Intersectionality has
increasingly been used for understanding how underserved learners and
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their families experience the educational system and suffer, absorb, and
negotiate the structure of power within it. Tefera, Powers, and Fischman
[41] edited a multifaceted overview of intersectionality within educa-
tion, pointing at the benefits of deploying this theory while exploring
educational processes. They also highlighted the need to adopt a flexible
lens while using intersectional guidelines, adding references and con-
structs able to expand the cornerstones of this theory. This has been done
by addressing an increasing number of social groups but also by looking
beyond the students themselves; indeed, parents have been studied due
to their role as gatekeepers between students and schools.

For instance, Vincent, Rollock, Ball and Gillborn [47] analyzed how
black, Caribbean-heritage middle-class parents raced and classed their
own interactions with teachers and school administrators—a process
that had glaring implications for the positioning of their children. Sime,
Fassetta and McClung [36] interviewed Roma parents about their
experience with the educational school system, finding a combination of
empowerment and yet marginalization due to gender, economic status,
and public stereotypes. Durand [9] uncovered how Latino parents
evaluate and perceive education and school policies according to their
own formative background and immigration history; solidarity between
families but also teachers’ ability to address multiculturality were found
to be key factors in supporting a more inclusive learning. Goldberg,
Black, Manley and Frost [14] focused on how adaptive parents (homo-
sexual and heterosexual) are involved with their children’s school
community, discovering that attending school events and committees
prevents marginalization despite possible tractions with other parents
due to gender and sexual orientation.

This overview is aligned with the emersion of three main intersec-
tional strategies for addressing inequalities [25] that both parents and
teachers may use:

@ Anticategorical: the focus is on deconstructing social categories by
themselves due to the complexity of social reality.

@ Intercategorical: the focus is on accepting existent categories for
evaluating their relationships and conflicts, therefore embracing a
strategic rationale.

@ Intracategorical: the focus is on just partially accepting social groups
and affiliations, looking at ways to undermine them in the long term.

Even with this early work and with theoretical and empirical ex-
plorations of intersectionality, little attention has been paid to under-
standing how parents and schools deal with technology, the digital
divide, and intersectionality in the context of the current pandemic.
Indeed, technology—and specifically the digital divide—works as an
additional layer of complexity and as a potential barrier for equality and
identity; at the same time, digital tools can provide opportunities for
empowerment and connection. Following the previous references to the
digital divide and socio-economic contexts in education, a community
lens could be productive for framing this process.

2.3. The potential role of community

Structural intersectionality relies on the idea that multiple systems of
oppression and disadvantage operate in our society, disempowering
some social groups and empowering others instead. Technology can be
seen as another factor that highlights such a disequilibrium; at the same
time, digital tools can support and endorse instances that go against the
status quo, especially when referring to online communities. Scholars
have indeed started to pay attention to how digital outlets may work as
aggregative spaces for minorities and proactive environments for dis-
cussion. This is aligned with the previously mentioned focus on com-
munity and networking as solutions to the digital divide.

Zimmerman [52] investigated how Twitter became crucial in sup-
porting new feminist movements under the hashtag #intersectionality.
Sariola [33] noted how community engagement in an inter-connected
world and through an intersectional awareness can improve global
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health research and awareness. Schmitz and colleagues [34] directed a
content analysis of 10 LGBTQ + Latinx activist websites, discovering
that these online spaces work as bearers of activism and social equity.

The importance of communities has been widely explored and this
article does not aim to cover such a rich corpus of evidence; suffice it to
say, the community aspect has been proven to be a key factor in
improving inclusion and acceptance in schools [42]. Nevertheless, few
studies have contextualized this construct within the current U.S. system
and especially with an emphasis on emergency remote learning.

We suggest a lens to better understand how teachers’ and parents’
perspectives on the digital divide are aligned, looking at intersections
between different identities and the potential role of online communities
as a support. We refer to the concept of community of practice [48], which
is based on three main cornerstones that a community should have for
staging meaningful learning experiences.

@ The domain: community members should share a common interest
that brings them together, although it may be reformulated and
changed.

@ The community: the members start to learn together as a heteroge-
neous group that bond over time.

@ The practice: the members interact with each other periodically, and
this exchange influences their own practices.

This model has been widely used in a variety of studies, among which
several in the field of education [21,30]. The advent of COVID-19 might
have sabotaged different communities, but it also could have helped the
creation of virtual ones as a potential solution to the digital divide. As
such, the challenge due to COVID-19 may have worked as a barrier but
also as a stimulus for both parents and teachers. In such a fracture, we
also intend to shed light on the potential role of communities and the
presence of the three intersectionality strategies (anticategorical, inter-
categorical, and intracategorical) that teachers and parent may
encounter and use for supporting inclusion.

3. Research design

This study relies on three guiding research questions about the
COVID-19 quarantine:

1) How did parents and teachers of minority children deal with the
three types of digital divide (economic, usability, empowerment)?

2) How did parents and teachers of minority children deal with
inequality and disparities from an intersectional perspective?

3) How did the school/parent communities impact the digital divide,
inequalities, and disparities?

For answering these questions, we embraced a constructionist
approach [29] that focused on how subjects (in our case, parents and
teachers) navigate through the challenges of inequalities and the digital
divide as active and militant actors [25]. Single and group interviews [1]
were chosen as a method for unveiling the subjects’ personal stories and
self-positioning, using accessible terms and avoiding academic jargon
[49] while inquiring about daily experiences and feelings as a starting
point for developing a bigger picture of intersectional processes [3]. The
beginning of the interviews focused on the first days during the
pandemic; the focus then shifted to personal perspectives on wider
topics and challenges related to the quarantine and the major events that
happened during Spring 2020.

A total of eight parents and nine teachers were recruited through a
snowball technique [27] directed by the authors’ institution (see Table 1
for an overview of the identification terms used by the subjects them-
selves). An invitation to participate to the study was sent through the
authors’ research center and their teacher/parent list server and social
media accounts. The parents (age mean = 45, SD = 3.1) had children
who were from different combinations of minorities (low-income,
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Table 1
Overview of the participants recruited.

Parents

Name Child

Genny 15-year-old girl; visually impaired

James two adopted girls, 9 and 16-year-old, black, gifted and with

special needs (anxiety and ADHD respectively)

Jenny 9-year-old boy; ADHD

Julie (single 12-year-old trans boy; ADHD
mother)

Leanna (single 12-year-old boy; African American
mother)

Larry 10-year-old girl; black

Maria 10-year-old girl; immigrant

Rachel 16-year-old boy; black; has autism

Teachers

Name Grade

Alba 5th grade

Alexa high school

Catie high school

Debora (black) high school

Hanna 2nd grade

Jasmine (black) kindergarten

Mildred 4th grade

Linda 4th grade

Natalie 2nd grade

special needs, sexual orientation, immigration history, race), while the
teachers (age mean = 39, SD = 8.3) were all women, two of whom were
African-Americans. All the parents and seven of the teachers were from
Ohio, while two teachers were from California. The parents were
interviewed singularly online, while the teachers participated in three
online group interviews. The interviews were recorded during August
and September 2020 and analyzed with Nvivo n12 by using a discourse
analysis [13]. Following this approach, the focus was led by three
‘building tasks’: (1) significance (what and who is relevant); (2) practice
(what activities are under the spotlight); and (3) connection (which re-
lations between elements (e.g., practices, community involvement) are
significant). Interview and focus group questions are reported in Table 2.
The process was supervised by the authors’ University IRB committee,
and participants were compensated with $50 (parents) and $25
(teachers) Amazon gift cards. All names used in the study are pseudo-
nyms to protect identity.

4. Results
4.1. Parents and the digital divide

4.1.1. Economic digital divide

For all the parents involved, the economic digital divide was not a
significant factor due to equipment access provided by the schools (e.g.,
iPads and Google Chromebooks). Maria suggested: “we were lucky, the
school gave all the technology we needed.” If anything, the challenge

Table 2
Interview and focus group probes.

Interview probes
1) Can you describe your experience as a parent during the last pandemic?
2) Can you tell me more about the educational experience that your son/daughter
had?
3) Did you encounter any problem or issue in accessing learning materials and
following your son/daughter during the remote instruction?
4) What are your exceptions and concerns for the forthcoming academic year?
Focus group probes
1) Can you share with me your experiences as educators and school administrators
during COVID-19?
2) What were the main challenges and issues to address?
3) How did you deal with digital inclusion and access?
4) What are your expectations and plans for the forthcoming academic year?
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related to having a reliable internet connection. Many parents, like
Leanna had to redesign the home environment. She noted: “I just moved
the router and the modem and set up his class space.” Only one parent
reported an initial feeling of stress and anxiety. Jenny shared: “I felt
guilty because I was well aware that I was not giving my son my undi-
vided attention while he was learning remotely. I could not be in front of
him through out the day as his teacher would be.”

4.1.2. Usability digital divide

Nevertheless, almost all parents (seven out of eight) expressed
concern about a usability digital divide among teachers. Leanna, for
instance, shared:

We had a Chromebook issued by the school. But having said that,
teachers themselves were a little bit challenged in supporting high
standards for the curriculum. There were days when there was
nothing happening ... (my son’s) schedule was just clear.

James agreed that “it was too quick. Teachers did not articulate well

. we needed to explain (to) them how to use Google Classroom”. Larry

added that “they did their best, but there was a lot of confusion ... it was
a jungle”.

Another expertise-related problem that emerged from three parents
was the use of a variety of educational applications that overwhelmed
the students. “It is confusing” shared Leanna. “It does not help (as) some
are the same” Maria added. These deficiencies were explained by four
parents as being due to the short time educators had to prepare; five
parents also noted the lack of proper training for teachers. In addition,
COVID-19 implied other problems not directly related to technology.
For instance, the free breakfast program hours were not flexible, pre-
venting students in need to consume breakfast before school started
(Leanna).

Empowerment digital divide.

A total of four out of eight parents saw their domestic space and
routines as an initial barrier for their children learning potential. Julie
observed that the requirement of the camera was intrusive:

My kid would like to have his camera off. To move around while
keeping paying attention ... is a problem of privacy and personal
preferences.” This implied the redefinition of their space. In addition,
she had to deal with “tempering his personal stress for higher ex-
pectations ... I feel the same. This was the key parenting theme of the
spring ... the real important stuff is to learn the basic math, reading
some books.

Parents of students with special needs had to work hard to mitigate
the academic pressure given by the absence of order and the number of
assignments given. James specifically highlighted this struggle. One of
his daughters has ADHD. She was overwhelmed by the number of inputs
given in the online experience; the other has general anxiety and, as
such, was always worried that there was something due. He admitted
that “it was hard to handle and assure them.” He and his wife were able
to re-create a routine for preventing sources of anxiety and facilitating
tasks management, but this process was difficult to initially embrace.

Another issue perceived by almost all parents (seven out of eight)
was the lack of social interaction. Genny observed “the inequities (her)
eldest’s friends (were) experiencing ... they are autistic, and they are not
supported, and they need to have contact.” Her daughter was already
used to seeking help and interacting with teachers, making her more
comfortable in comparison with other students in online interactions.
Rachel also noticed that her “son’s depression spiked a bit. He also
withdrew from the family a bit. He began finding online friends to cope
with not being at school.”
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4.2. Parents and intersectionality

All the parents were particularly receptive about intersectional
topics, and especially in association with the pandemic and the homicide
of George Floyd. They all highlighted the need to discuss race and di-
versity during the quarantine and the protests, even when the majority
(six out of nine) was expecting to have those conversations when their
children were older. For instance, Genny said:

We are having these conversations about the protests. Because we
needed to have them. I think the Covid brought to the forefront very
horrible things and trying to talk to your kids what this is and how
everyone is equal ... [ had conversations I never thought we might
have. Our country has lost his way, and there is a trickle down into
our children with tension.

Online communication was making everything accessible, and,
therefore, this required counterstrategies. In addition, she observed that
an anticategorical approach may not be sufficient:

My kids do not see color, we grew out looking at the person. Even I
struggle with it ... it is not just Black Live Matters ... and it is
becoming color issue. The more you explain, it takes some fear away
and replace with knowledge.

Two parents highlighted the long-term impact of COVID-19 on
intersectional-led conversations. For instance, Leanna shared:

There will be long term effects ... affecting people on so many ways
... I think that the effect is different from every single household. I
come to work and I present one way at work — I present well ...
people may have an opinion a sort of book cover — I am a sole parent
... I'live in a neighborhood that has safety issue ... my son is black is
and aware of the multiple issues and all it is amplified right now ...
you cannot not see it.

Julie felt that her son’s school was already equipped for what
happened. She shared that “there were conversations they were having
with the students. They asked some families to participate to the pro-
tests. Even before COVID-19 they were having conversation about
Charlottesville events.” Regarding inclusion, she noticed that “they were
accepting and welcoming ... in the previous school, my son had social
anxiety and panic attack.” Perhaps more importantly for her:

They are aware of their own limitations too. One teacher that is very
Christian struggled because my son transitioned. Another teacher ...
talked about it with him. She actually thinks that Covid represent an
opportunity for creating that time and space for those conversations
to happen. And current events have hit those nerves. I know, as an
adult is hard to have those conversations online. But I think a lot of
these kids can have a fully committed conversation all around the
world.

For James, COVID-19 was actually an opportunity to re-think his role
as a white father of two black girls, reiterating the fact that an anti-
categorical approach risks to be unrealistic. He observed that:

My girls are growing up in a white community ... When Covid hit we
decided we have to talk about this. How does make you feel? They
were never felt discriminated because they were with us. But with
the current political arena, they are getting a very good looking at
what people think. They find that people have a very strong opinion
... your beautiful brown color is important to love and be happy
with. [ have family who they do not understand the protests and riots
because slavery ended decades ago ... but you do not what it is means
not to have a mortgage because of the color of your skin.

James’s daughters went to a Christian school, which he believed is an
inclusive environment.
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They know we will fight for them, but we want them to know that
people do not understand ... their current school is more diverse than
what I was thinking. I think what all schools need is a diversity un-
derstanding. We are to be very careful at judging. Not everybody has
the same opportunities.

4.3. Parents and community

The experiences in terms of community were mainly negative for
parents (seven out of eight). Leanna felt isolated, which she found a
relevant issue for those who do not have a good home environment.

Our school is set up for ... those are challenged academically ... that
need extra help. Students that do not have academic challenges ...
may still need in other areas. As a parent of a student, no one has
checked on me on that side, but also as a student ... in terms of
making sure everything he needs ... I am not say he needs something
... they just do not ask the questions.

Maria noticed that her son’s school community was greatly weak-
ened by COVID-19, stopping all the activities, and mainly focusing on
content:

So basically ... due to the fact learning was online & not in person at
school, so many of the social issues currently regarding Covid, Black
Lives Matter, fake news, etc., which have created so much contro-
versy & division ... my son did not have the important discussions
addressing these matters in the school environment while practicing
the IB model & having the benefit of hearing others point of view-
specifically racial inequality.

The other parents experienced a situation similar to Leanna’s and
Maria’s with little interaction and a long summer gap without proper
support. Genny shared: “I need somebody smarter than me for
addressing these issues [racism and lives black matter].” By contrast,
Julie was supported by periodic “virtual school meetings with parents,
and sometimes families decided to make protests.” She noted that it was
a “good environment and [the school] uses it as an opportunity to push
on their own biases and stereotypes.” She observed that communication
was key, and their virtual community was as effective as the face-to-face
one.

Focusing on students’ communities, parents highlighted a change of
technology habits. Seven of them admitted having given their kids more
access to smartphones and social media for addressing their need of
socialization. Leanna shared that “socialization was one of the most
difficult aspects. (Her son) really counts on his school day ... for inter-
action with other students. You cannot fulfill interactions need with
Zoom or Google Meet.”

Genny also mentioned the role of social media, observing that her
daughter “had phones or iPad and the abilities to have contact with
other students.” She shared that “technology was a savior ... not having
that would have been way more worse.” However, it was not easy; she
added that: “this attitude was developed through challenges. My
daughter has been a victim, a target [of cyberbullying]. She has a thick
skin and she has learned to deal with this very well. But students do not
understand.” Maria added that “using these tools is the only way to feed
a community of friends right now”. There was, therefore, parents’
acceptance of social media for supporting the socioemotional needs of
their children (and related community outcomes) despite possible issues
in terms of disruptive behaviors and lack of control about content.

4.4. Teachers and the digital divide

4.4.1. Economic digital divide

Teachers did not mention an economic digital divide in their expe-
rience. Although Wi-Fi connectivity was considered an important issue
that some of them (seven out of nine) encountered, all their school
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districts took care of it by assisting students in need and hosting hotspots
in several areas.

4.4.2. Usability digital divide

All teachers admitted to having struggled while transitioning to on-
line learning. Like with the parents, the main problem was the usability
digital divide and the need to develop materials in a completely different
way.

Alba: “I was barely sleeping to provide something of the same
experience. Having all these small groups, creating videos. I think the
hardest part was the communication.”

Hanna: “A lot of teachers were not ready. I still do not feel ready.”

Jasmine: “My first reaction was just about safety ... I was actually
relieved when the school closed. But then ... we are not going back,
that is when I ... started crying. I had a break down. I started to make
videos; I just wanted to make that connection.”

Teachers were all aware of their own limitations and expressed
concerns about the digital divide among their students and its related
impact on presence and commitment. For instance, Catie noticed that
many of her “students had to take care of their young siblings (had to
watch their content at night). They just could not help it. We (were in
class) talking about babies, infants, toddlers.” This forced her to develop
asynchronous content after just a few weeks. Alba added that “the dis-
tractions at home (e.g., young siblings) and just not having that
connection (was) the main worry for students.”

4.4.3. Empowerment digital divide

All teachers also confessed they were not always able to provide an
ideal learning experience. Six teachers explained that students’ home
environment was a serious issue. For instance, Alexa encountered
several problems with her low-income and immigrant students, some of
which would have had to have been held back in countries with tech-
nology bans. She also had students that were ashamed of their homes in
comparisons with their wealthier peers. She shared that “sometimes,
they do not want to have cameras turned on. We have a lot of inequity”.

Four teachers highlighted parents’ responsibility as well. For
example, Susan was more critical of parents and their ability to maxi-
mize the learning experiences of their children: “I know you have to
work, but your kid needs to be online.” Therefore, she was flexible in
terms of lesson hours and content available. Five teachers found ways to
engage with struggling students, empathizing presence over assign-
ments, and allowed the presence of a friend for making the learning
experience more sustainable. The main expectation for learners, ac-
cording to Hanna, was “just be there, this is what is important.”

Seven of the nine teachers admitted that students who needed
personalized learning were often left beyond when there was no strong
connection with their family. Jessica reported the case of a student with
severe AHAD who struggled with independent work, and of a mother
who had to take her son from the class because of the lack of socio-
emotional experiences. All the teachers pointed to poor socialization due
to Covid and the negative outcomes for the students. Conversely, only
Alba described a positive experience just because her students organized
themselves and then involved her in weekly meetings. Catie noted that
these connections were particularly critical during the pandemic
because “students of today have more social emotional problems and
anxiety.”

Two teachers related this situation to online learning and its impact
on their students. Linda admitted: “I teach in a vacuum ... we were
telling the parents to limit screen time, and now we have a double
standard.” Part of the problem was for them to be able to control their
students and yet also empower them as active learners and satisfy their
personal needs and requests. Linda commented that “we do not who is
doing the homework. It is really hard to make sure they are not playing

Technology in Society 66 (2021) 101637

Nintendo.” Debora added “I needed to be the controlling police ... and it
was a little of a struggle.” Linda concluded that this poor social inter-
action meant that “there was no personal connection, they do not talk ...
older kids just do not talk like they should.” Therefore, the intermedi-
ation of technology was for some teachers a barrier for assisting their
students and promoting them as active learners.

4.5. Teachers and intersectionality

Intersectional topics were embraced by all the teachers, highlighting
the need of a change and an increasing attention to diversity from their
schools.

Alexa: “My school is tremendously diverse (black and low income)
and, yet we were slow to react. All our faculty are white, our staff and
janitors are not. We exhibit what you think we exhibit. But we are
reacting. We had 10 hours of diversity training. We are all white, this
is problem, but we are acknowledging the problem.”

Catie: “We are less than one percent diverse. We are 80% white and
Catholic. A few years ago, we had an incident and our school system
recruited one person trained in social justice. I think we made an
effort, but it is a little different, we have 30-40 percent that are on
free or reduced lunch programs. This is where we are looking at. We
are very unprepared”.

Alba: “It is time to address the inequalities in this country, and Covid
is an opportunity.”

Three teachers described some strategies that were already in place,
mainly with an intercategorical focus. For instance, Hanna observed that
they were already planning to not limit themselves to the Black History
Month activities, empowering their curricula with references to black
scientists. Alba also noticed that in her school there was already a strong
interplay with the black community for addressing racism and collecting
insights from minorities. All the teachers reported that a diversity driver
was already occurring before Covid, relying on hiring an expert or a
team for promoting diversity and inclusion. Nevertheless, the homicide
of George Floyd was described as a pivotal moment by eight of them.
Natalie highlighted that her Catholic school was already influenced by
these values, suggesting a more anticategorical vision. She noted that “it
is already in our values; we are all the same.”

For Jasmine and Debora, the only black teachers in the sample, the
transformative potential of Covid was particularly felt.

Jasmine: “We need to reimagine education. I am ok with the core
standards, but we need to go beyond. What the students need? What
they want? How do we want to engage them with? Covid is pre-
senting an opportunity to take a shot to public education. The divide
is there, what Covid is doing is basically ... open a door and let
roaches flying out. Can you close the door? I do not think so, the
roaches will still be there ... I think there is a silver lining. You cannot
go back”.

Debora: “Covid 19 is exposing what education really is. And it is
ugly. Now all the people are aware of the disparities. Now you hear
the people who are asking who cannot access a PC.”

4.6. Teachers and community

For all the teachers, work communities were a main reference point.
Natalie, for instance, admitted that being technology savvy was
important for helping her teaching community online. She noted that
“letting them understand the technology was not easy (...) [but] getting
people to exit their comfort zone was important.”

All the teachers agreed that they were missing their colleagues and
that, at the same time, they were using online tools for sharing thoughts,
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feelings, and resources for being ready for the future. Therefore, the
online community of practice mirrored the physical one before the
pandemic. This was particularly important for Linda because the school
district “was not helping us and changed ideas constantly.” Hanna added
that “our professional development was so intensive ... we did not retain
anything!”

Looking at the family communities, four teachers described that
keeping the communication alive was also a key for developing a posi-
tive atmosphere for four teachers. Natalie indicated that “we check with
the families every single day. This has been very helpful.” In addition,
five teachers described different ways to engage with their students and
make them feel connected, from events (online bedtime stories, dance
parties) to video game sessions (Minecraft and Roblox) for maintaining
socialization (Hanna, Alba, Alexa). However, all the teachers were
pessimistic about online communities involving adults. For instance,
Hanna shared that “people feel they can say whatever they want.” This
can be related to a sort of skepticism about online communities with the
involvement of parents and young adults. It is referred to as the online
disinhibition effect, which implies that the anonymity characterizing
virtual environments make people more inclined to embrace disruptive
attitudes [30].

5. Discussion: The new normal

The personal stories from parents and teachers point to three main
highlights related to our research questions. First, the economic digital
divide was surprisingly limited for this group during the COVID-19
pandemic. This was due, in part, to the equipment provided by the
schools; such a finding is well aligned with the increasing focus on
digital literacy and use rather than access [15,50]. However, both par-
ents and teachers recognized the insufficient support for students with
special needs, who seemed to have suffered the most from the pandemic.
Moreover, both teachers and parents also agreed about the importance
of the home environment as a factor of stress (e.g., whether students
would have cameras on or off). It also highlighted elements of inequity
and tension (being afraid to show your home) and echoed the
complexity of the digital divide in terms of variables and multiple factors
to consider [45,46].

There was a perceived gap in usability. Some parents did acknowl-
edge the difficulties encountered by teachers, and vice versa. There was
evidence, though, of a sort of reciprocal accusation between the groups
about not being able to handle the challenges of the remote learning
experience. The teachers were particularly critical against families,
which were often accused of not being able to support their children
during remote instruction. Parents highlighted a lack of expertise among
educators, which was either excused due to the unexpected pandemic or
slated as unjustified because of the already available tools being used.
This highlight can be seen as a damaging process in light of challenging
the digital divide and the related need of cohesion and social support
across the community [4,16,34].

Addressing the second research question, COVID-19 was seen as an
opportunity to discuss intersectionality topics for some parents and
teachers, especially black parents and teachers. Indeed, the pandemic
and events related to racial protests were able to work as a pivotal event
for addressing related topics like racism and privilege with children. It
helped them push conversations towards diversity and inclusion related
objectives. It can be argued that according to teachers the focus was on
intercategorical drivers, framing different social groups and working on
weakening related disparities. Such an approach can also be defined as
an institutional one, also because it depends on policies still aimed at
solving equality issues. Parents seemed to embrace a more anti-
categorical attitude, focusing on how categories needed to disappear,
and the complexity of human beings must be valorized. However, there
were two exceptions. Natalie (a teacher) stated that the Catholic focus of
her school was already covering an anticategorical approach. And James
(a parent) was aligned with this perspective considering that his
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daughters were going to a school with a similar approach. However, he
noticed that it was important to start with current disparities for being
able to reach that awareness and dealing with still shared stereotypes,
suggesting an intracategorical scope. This perspective has actually been
suggested by Eick and Ryan [10], who saw an alliance between inter-
sectionality and Catholic teaching values. This finding reiterates how
education and teachers do not seem to provide adequate support in
terms of inclusion, especially during a time where this focus was most
needed and requested.

Finally, the community aspect seemed to be interpreted differently
by teachers and parents. The former group was particularly interested in
helping the social skills of their students, promoting group experiences
in any way possible. The latter group was asking for a wider engagement
including families and guardians, also considering the events relate to
the homicide of George Floyd and the need of more support for
addressing them. This difference can be explained with divergent ideas
regarding the role of the teacher. Rather than being static, the teacher
should be seen as a dynamic participant who does not have all the an-
swers and needs to be supported by parents and children themselves for
improving his/her instructional activity [43,50].

It can be argued that communities of practice (about inclusion but
also support in terms of learning) were practically absent due to a lack of
communication between parents and teachers in these regards. Teachers
seemed skeptical about wider communities with parents’ involvement.
Conversely, the parents noticed a need for an ongoing conversation with
all the parties involved; they recognized the need for a community with
shared goals and an ongoing practice (like what experienced by Julie).
However, they noted that even if periodic controls were well accepted,
there would be a need for more structured activities. This was particu-
larly true in addressing important topics like racism and social justice.
Finally, parents saw social media and online interaction as a partial and
necessary alternative for keeping their children connected and pro-
moting their social skills and digital literacy, showing more acceptance
of technology than in the past (echoing what observed by Ref. [8]).

6. Conclusion

The implications of this study are noteworthy for both practitioners
and scholars. Practitioners should be prompted to develop more pro-
active activities for supporting families and students on a daily basis.
This should include, but not be limited to, addressing sensible topics that
parents may struggle to deal with. Scholars can easily build upon using
evidence from this study to stage additional research. These findings
contextualize the current literature within the pandemic and the related
political climate, reiterating previous evidence (e.g., the importance of
the usability digital divide) but also highlighting new needs and prior-
ities (e.g., the need of discussing macro topics like racism ahead of time
due to the information overflow provided by social media).

It is worth noting four limitations of the study. First, it did not focus
on one specific set of disparities but, rather, tried to cover a broad range
of cases for providing a wide and yet fragmented overview of the impact
of COVID-19 on education. As such, more focused inquiries need to be
directed for better understanding how specific communities were
impacted by the pandemic. The same issue can be related to the teachers
recruited, who were from different backgrounds. Second, it was
exploratory at its core given the small sample size; alternative meth-
odologies could be embraced that include questionnaires and longitu-
dinal ethnographies. Third, it was limited to the US and particularly
Ohio with consequences in terms of social groups engaged (e.g., Latinx
and Native Americans were absent). Additional research could target
other countries, populations, and contexts. Fourth, it focused on the
digital divide and intersectionality as a topic of discussion, but addi-
tional topics might have been addressed, from mental health to cyber-
bullying (here just briefly mentioned).

Despite these limitations, this study served as an important explo-
ration of how COVID-19 worked as a factor of change and influence with
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the digital and intersectional divide characterizing the US educational
system. Our hope is that its results will work as a further step toward the
establishment of a more inclusive and accessible learning for students,
their families, and their teachers.
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