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Empathic Editor: The Need to Amplify Others
Carmela F. Smith
Empathetic Educators: Interdisciplinary Narratives was created in response
to amplify others. It is a peer-reviewed journal that publishes original research
studies, conceptual articles, essays, letters, poetry, photographs and/or
other artwork to share with all school professionals, families, and students in
various K-12 and higher educational settings. Empathetic Educators is unique
in that it gives voice to students, families, and educational professionals. This
online journal utilizes various modalities to share content to reach all learning
styles and preferences. Empathetic Educators provides opportunities to share
research and narratives that value diversity, amplify others, and promotes
anti-oppression actions. A place where we focus our attention on building up
relationships, not just through our perspective, but through the students’
perspective. In turn, we will be better able to increase emotional wellbeing and academic/professional success for all.
Empathetic Educators seeks to amplify others. Everyone is an educator.
Being an empathetic educator is the ability to consider the feelings and
experiences of others, while also magnifying their voices in settings that
might marginalize them.
This first volume call for papers occurred prior to both Covid-19 and the
murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and other people of color. As we
received submissions, we noticed how many people spoke to the inequities
within educational settings that were also reflective of injustices within their
social environment.
As discussions are shared around the negative impacts of Covid-19 and
inequities based upon race, socioeconomic status, and other forms of
oppression, authors also offer ways that they have coped and sustained
themselves and students through the multiple pressures in society. While
hope, strengthening relationships, and compassion for oneself are not
antidotes to the current strife, they are first steps.
Empathetic Educators, Volume I, Issue I
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Empathetic Educators focuses on amplifying others. It strives to eliminate
bystanders by moving people towards education, empathy, and action.
Looking back in your own life, who amplified your voice?
As you consider those you identified as amplifiers, how might oppression in
American Society fall prey to bystanders who observe but do not take action.
Bystanders are oppression’s accomplices.
In the next issue, we will seek submissions that speak to oppression that occur
in education settings (on student, family, and school professional levels), how
you use power in interpersonal settings, how do you participate in the
oppression of others, how do you participate in your own oppression, the
experience of being a bystander, and how to eliminate bystanders.
We acknowledge those that made our first publication possible during these
unprecedented times. Many have experienced loss of work, illness, loss of
family, social isolation, and oppression during these times, yet, came together
to volunteer to be a part of this new endeavor to amplify others.
A special thank you to our guest co-editor, Dr. Jemel P. Aguilar. His countless
hours spending time reading and providing feedback to the submissions and
reviews is greatly appreciated.
Additionally, a great thank you to our authors and reviewers. In this first issue,
we received a larger response than anticipated. The dedication and
commitment everyone showed was impressive. We could not have done this
without each of you.
Please consider making a donation to Empathetic Educators.
All donations are generous, a person’s $25 dollars is another person’s $125.
We equally appreciate all donations. Thank You.
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Teaching Teachers How to Teach Hope
René Roselle

ABSTRACT
Can teachers teach hope? This article considers Synder’s hope theory as a
rationale for the importance of teaching hope to students and teachers.
Through a low and high hope example, the idea of agency and pathway
thinking are explored. Resources and ideas are shared on how teacher
preparation programs might take up teaching hope.
Keywords: hope theory, teacher education, teaching hope

INTRODUCTION
Hope Begins in the Dark – Anne Lamott
There has never been a more critical time to think about what and how we
teach teachers. The political, social, and educational climate in our country
have put teachers in a position where they need to draw on knowledge, skills,
and dispositions we have not been attending to well, or at all, in teacher
education. We need to be teaching teachers how to be hopeful and how to
teach their students to be hopeful.
If teacher candidates develop resilience and hope, it is by chance, and not
intentionally embedded as part of their coursework or clinical experiences.
Coursework and clinical experiences provide plentiful opportunities to teach
hope, something we often think of as a character trait that some people have
and some people do not when, in fact, hope and being hopeful can be taught.
Teacher preparation programs would be wise to take up the idea of teaching
it in their programs.
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If you can’t fly, then run. If you can’t run, then walk. If you
can’t walk, then crawl. But whatever you do, you have to
keep moving forward. – Martin Luther King, Jr.
Almost 20 years ago, in his article titled “Hope Theory: Rainbows of the
Mind,” Synder (2003) defined hope as “the perceived capability to derive
pathways to desired goals, and motivate oneself via agency thinking to use
those pathways.” A person’s pathway and agency thinking skills are learned
over the course of childhood, but people who lack hope as adults were not
taught these thinking skills, or circumstances disrupted their hopeful thinking
during their childhoods. However, we have the potential to develop pathway
and agency thinking throughout life.
If we apply the same logic as we have learned about resilience, there is hope
for hope. The most powerful way to teach children how to be resilient is by
having a resilient role model. Often, that model is a teacher, although teachers
do not necessarily know they are serving as resilience models for students.
Similarly, if a teacher is hopeful and can make agency and pathway thinking
transparent to students, the result will be to shape students’ abilities to enact
agency and pathway thinking. Synder’s work informs us that hope is learned
and that we learn hopeful, goal-directed thinking in the context of interacting
with others. In schools, every day presents challenges when decisions need to
be made that engage agency and pathway thinking.

DISCUSSION
Examples of integrating the teaching of hope into teacher education
Consider these examples of a low-hope versus a high-hope second grade
teacher and how they might approach a situation differently.
Low-Hope Example
Teacher: Class, I have something to tell you, and you are going to be
disappointed. We are not going to be able to go to PE today.
Class: (Students groan and moan.)
Teacher: I know, Mr. Smith is out again and he does not have a sub.
Class: (Students ask questions and make statements.)
Teacher: Ok, ok. Calm down. Hopefully, this doesn’t happen again on
Thursday. I’m not sure what we’ll do during PE. Now, let’s get ready for
math.
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High-Hope Example
Teacher: Class, please sit on the rug so I can give you some exciting
information about how our day is going to change today.
[Class sits on the rug.]
Teacher: Mr. Smith is not feeling well today and needed to stay home. Do
you remember a time you didn’t feel well?
Class: (Students nod and say “yes.”)
Teacher: We hope Mr. Smith is back for PE on Thursday, but this gives us
some extra time today to something else. Does anyone have any ideas?
Class: (Students provide a range of ideas.)
Teacher: Those are very good ideas. I had an idea too. What if I get special
permission for us to take the parachute out and play with it very carefully in
the gym. Who do you think I would ask for that permission?
Class: The principal and Mr. Smith.
Teacher: Ok, I will ask those people. Do you think we could take very good
care of Mr. Smith’s parachute if we get permission?
Class: (Students squeals with excitement and exclaim, “yes!”)
The high-hope example demonstrates the way a teacher might proactively
approach a situation that might disappoint students by framing it as an
opportunity to do something different and modeling empathy with others. By
giving students the chance to generate ideas as well as think of who would
need to grant permission, the teacher allows students to practice pathway
thinking. The same questions, as well as asking the students if they can take
good care of the parachute, get at the concept of developing agency, or their
belief that they can confidently find alternatives to problems.
Hope inventory and surveys
It is interesting to participate in a measurement of hope, which can be a useful
tool to generate conversations or mark progress over time. Three scales are
provided in Synder’s article that are short and easy to score. The Hope Scale
serves as a dispositional self-report measure of hope (Snyder et al., 1991).
The Children’s Hope Scale (CHS) is a six-item self-report measure of
children’s perceptions that they can meet their goals. The Adult Hope Scale,
or the Trait Hope Scale, measures pathways and agency thinking. Exposing
teacher candidates to these tools to gather baseline data and learn more about
themselves and their students is one way to centralize hope as a teachable
growth mindset (Dweck, 2006).
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Sharing the benefits of high hope versus low hope people
Synder found that higher-hope people consistently had better outcomes in
academics, athletics, physical health, psychological adjustment, and
psychotherapy. Synder describes a high-hope person pursuing a specific goal
as being able to create or produce a pathway of at least one plausible route,
with a sense of confidence in this route. Pathways for a low-hope person are
far more tenuous, and the resulting route is not well articulated. Confidence,
coupled with the ability to determine a route, results in a higher likelihood
that high- hope people will be able to accomplish their goals.
Goal accomplishment is important, but even more compelling is the impact
being hopeful can have on physical health, self-esteem, and the ability to
adjust to life’s circumstances. High-hope people are even more able to endure
pain. For our purposes, we are closely considering the educational
implications. High-hope students are able to stay on task and attend to the
appropriate cues in particular learning and testing environments. High hope
as compared to low-hope students are less prone to become sidetracked by
self-deprecatory thinking and counterproductive negative emotions (Synder,
2003).
Teachers form the other half of the academic performance coupling and can
serve students well by teaching them clear ways to problem-solve. Teachers
often help students to consider multiple pathways and to activate their
confidence towards achieving goals, but we do not underscore the importance
of these teachable moments and how they may be contributing to how hopeful
a student may become later in life.
RECOMMENDATIONS / NEXT STEPS
Assist teacher candidates in reflection
Seminar courses or clinical experiences provide ample opportunities to
discuss cognitive dissonance related to problems of practice or critical
incidents. Assisting teacher candidates in their reflective practice will help
them understand how they are exhibiting agency and pathway thinking, which
may contribute to helping them staying hopeful. Teacher preparation
programs should clearly articulate the through line between goals, problemsolving, patterns of thinking, and outcomes as they relate to hopefulness. The
more clearly teacher candidates understand these linkages and the benefits of
being hopeful, the more likely they will feel confident in shepherding their
students in the process.
Empathetic Educators, Volume I, Issue I
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Lesson planning
Coaching teacher candidates in how to integrate ways to teach hope into their
lesson plans may give them the explicit opportunity to practice so they feel
secure in applying this to their teaching practice. If a teacher is a low-hope
person, asking them to teach hopeful thinking may not be realistic. They will
not be able to serve as a critical role model for students who need to be guided
on the continuum of hope. However, by integrating these teachings into
teacher preparation programs, we are increasing the likelihood a teacher will
leave a program more hopeful than they started and will be able to teach
hopeful thinking to their students.
CONCLUSION
In the words of Maya Angleou, “hope and fear cannot occupy the same space
at the same time. Invite one to stay.” By teaching teachers and students to be
more hopeful, we replace fear with hope. In a world where there is a lot to
fear right now, hope is a teachable life skill that will benefit teachers and
students for years to come.
References
Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. New York: Random
House.
Snyder, C. R., Sympson, S. C., Ybasco, F. C., Borders, T. F., Babyak, M. A., &
Higgins, R. L. (1996). Development and validation of the State Hope
Scale. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70(2), 321–335.
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.70.2.321
Snyder, C. R., Hoza, B., Pelham, W. E., Rapoff, M., Ware, L., Danovsky, M.,
Highberger, L., Rubinstein, H., & Stahl, K. J. (1997). The development and
validation of the Children’s Hope Scale. Journal of Pediatric
Psychology, 22(3), 399–421. https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/22.3.399
Snyder, C. R. (2002). Hope theory: Rainbows in the mind. Psychological Inquiry, 13,
249–275.

About the Author:
René Roselle, PhD, is an Associate Professor and Director of Teacher
Preparation in the Farrington College of Education at Sacred Heart University
in Fairfield, CT. Her areas of interest are teacher preparation, clinical practice,
and school/university partnerships. Email: roseller@sacredheart.edu

Empathetic Educators, Volume I, Issue I

7

Empathetic Educators: Interdisciplinary Narratives
Volume 1, Issue 1 (2020), pp. 8-12
ISSN#: 2690-0602 Online
EmpatheticEducators.org

Teaching Responsively during Covid-19: Learning
How to Model, Modeling How to Learn
Lindsay M. Keazer
ABSTRACT
A teacher educator describes learning to teach responsively through the
Covid-19 pandemic; shifting focus from secretly struggling to manage the
upset of work/life balance, to living out the challenges in community with her
students. By sharing struggles transparently rather than concealing, she
found opportunities to connect with students about the complex challenges
they were facing. This process was one of learning how to model empathetic
education, and simultaneously modeling to future teachers how to learn to
enact responsive pedagogies through unexpected challenges in teaching.
Keywords: Covid-19, empathic education, modeling, teacher education,
teacher educator learning
I was outside playing with my kids, when, in a momentary lull, I checked my
work email and read the news that my university would be transitioning all
courses to fully online in less than 48 hours due to Covid-19. As I reread the
email in disbelief, I could no longer hear the voices of my children. It was
March 9. Little did I know that this moment epitomized the home/work
balance struggles to follow the next few months.
The pandemic’s urgency still seeming distant, I continued to send my two
young children to daycare while I frantically learned lecture capture
technologies and implemented them recklessly with no time for edits or redos. I remember rushing around to gather manipulatives and prepare note
outlines for a recorded document camera demonstration of a lesson on
circumference and arc length for a geometry course for elementary education
majors. I had inadequate time to plan the lesson to my usual standards. I
hastily recorded it in a technology-equipped classroom, speaking too quickly
with insufficient explanation. Then I rushed off late to an emergency college
Empathetic Educators, Volume I, Issue I
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meeting. I had no idea that this experience would be indicative of the ensuing
struggle with time and the fear that I was not modeling the caliber of lesson
quality that I espoused for the future teachers whom I was preparing.
The perceived security of sending my children to daycare quickly ended, and
with it my access to the campus office and lecture capture equipment. The
subsequent challenge of trying to figure out the means and methods of online
lesson delivery was hampered by a teething one-year-old’s incessant whining
and a four-year-old’s craving for quality time and educational stimulation of
her own. The blending of home/work life and my acute awareness of
delivering sub-par instruction were chronic stressors for me throughout the
following months. I had to lower my expectations further. Though I was
recording my face to explain concepts every day, time devoted for makeup or
showering suddenly became rare.
Everything felt constantly unfinished, far too imperfect. My lessons had gaps
and there was content that I hadn’t figured out how to transfer to the online
learning environment. My PowerPoint voiceovers and math demonstrations
felt rushed and inadequate. When with my kids, my focus was distracted and
I was continually trying to get them to play independently, rather than
embracing the opportunities for quality time. I wasn’t sure how many balls I
had dropped. Prior to the pandemic, I could balance these two worlds of work
and home. But with the loss of the work office space, all balance was lost. At
any moment, I feared the students’ complaints would start to come in. Would
I be found out? I was doing the best I could, yet my best was my worst.
Complaints never came in. The students were strangely silent. A few weeks
later, I read news that shook me: a student suicide. While I didn’t know the
student, this tragedy jolted my attention to considering the challenges of life
on the other end of the distance learning experience. I could no longer read
my students facial expressions, to see their unspoken feelings. I had envied
their apparent free time, without realizing the far-reaching and damaging
effects of the pandemic. It was possible that their quarantine and social
distancing experiences were far more traumatic than my own. How were my
students experiencing this? What were their struggles? I had no idea. I had
been so focused on all the gaps that needed to be filled in my teaching, but I
couldn’t fill them all. Instead, I realized that I needed to listen. Abruptly, I
turned from my problems to theirs. This was a matter of life or death. How
could I support my students? I didn’t want to hear of a tragedy, and realize,
too late, that I could have helped.
I began thinking of how to connect more deeply with my students. From my
experiences with narrative inquiry (Clandinin, & Connelly, 2000), I knew the
Empathetic Educators, Volume I, Issue I
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power that narratives hold to draw people in and connect experiences. I
decided to write to my students to share glimpses of my life and my own
struggles, and to let them know that I cared about their well-being above all
else. The tone of my emails changed. I added pictures and narrative to capture
moments of my busy life with two colleagues under five, such as sharing
about the 1-year old that just learned to walk (yay!), but who was now running
around grabbing all the things that he's not supposed to have. (I lost track of
how many times I found him holding his sister's scissors – at least they were
kid-safe ones, but still!) I asked questions about their experiences in
quarantine, such as “What is it like in your home?” And, most of all, I assured
them that their health and well-being were far more important than math or
course deadlines, that I hoped they were each safe and feeling connected to a
community, and that I wanted them to reach out to me if they ever needed to
talk. And finally, I shared how whenever I missed our togetherness on
campus, I replayed a video sent out by the president showcasing the piecedtogether voices of students and administration singing “Three Little Birds”
from their different homes (Sacred Heart University, 2020 April 3). It was a
good reminder of how our togetherness and synergy could cross the distance.
Suddenly, students responded. I heard from a number of them who were
struggling with big and small battles, both internal and external— beyond
what I could have anticipated. They appreciated the open invitation to share
about their own life. They accepted that I cared, and that I too was human.
Surprisingly, they were not upset at my sub-par instruction. They had enough
of their own consuming worries. They felt a sense of relief in knowing that
they could tell me about their struggles, and that I was listening. I felt relieved
by their understanding of my own challenges. I responded to individual
emails. I tried to follow up on them again later. The challenges of the
pandemic were providing me opportunities to deepen my practice as an
empathetic educator.
From then on, I developed a protocol that anytime I needed to contact a
student, or anytime a student contacted me, I would begin with, “How are you
doing, really? What is going on at your home lately?” Most of the time, I
would receive a response. They would share a tiny narrative about their
current life, allowing me to learn more about my students and how they were
experiencing the trauma. These conversations, albeit over email, allowed us
to share our lives during a pandemic, to understand each other better, and to
feel connected despite the distance. It allowed me to understand who was
struggling, and who needed frequent check ins and other forms of support. I
heard from students who were struggling with Covid-19, and from some
whose entire families had contracted the virus and had family members
hospitalized. I heard from students who lost grandparents, from students
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whose parents were working on the front lines, and from a student who
bravely decided to go work on the frontlines. Some students were quarantined
with supportive relationships, others were quarantined with strained or
challenging relationships.
In lieu of my final class meeting, I held an asynchronous discussion to
facilitate reflection on “What can you learn about teaching and learning
during a pandemic?” What could future elementary teachers learn from this
experience that might inform their teaching should this happen again when
they are teachers? I asked this for their benefit, but they surprised me, and
taught me all the more about being a compassionate educator, with the
beautiful lessons that they shared.
What did I learn from teaching and learning during a pandemic?
I was learning how to model, and modeling how to learn. I wanted to model
for students my own reflective work as I learned through this unprecedented
teaching experiment. I’ll end with an excerpt from my reflection that I shared
with students:
Most importantly, I learned the importance of listening and not assuming. I
learned to ask everyone what life was like in their home, and keep asking.
From listening to my students’ stories, as much as they would offer, I learned
how differently this pandemic was affecting all of our lives. The pandemic is
affecting people’s mental health in drastic ways, and we should probably all
declare ourselves in a state of grief regardless of our circumstances, and begin
the self-care needed (Brooks, 2020 April). Finally, I learned that you can learn
a lot about people by seeing how they respond in hard times. I’m happy to be
here with you in this course, learning alongside you! (Online learning
discussion post, April 25, 2020)
Learning how to model, modeling how to learn. This is my reinvented practice
as an empathetic educator.
References
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The Pandemic Equalizes: Everyone is a Learner
Jennifer A. Phaiah

ABSTRACT
A teacher educator asks her graduate students to reflect upon their
experiences during the pandemic shut down in the spring of 2020 and makes
comparisons between her own children’s experiences. Thinking about these
experiences, she makes suggestions for everyone working with children in
these uncertain times and thinks about how her instruction will change in the
future as a result of these challenging times.
Keywords: COVID-19, empathy, flexibility, relationships, technology
Life Flipped Upside Down
Seven years ago, my husband and I spent 21 days in the Neonatal Intensive
Care Unit (NICU) with our twin boys. The supportive nurses helped us feed,
change, and take the temperature of our boys every 3 hours - we had never
been so structured! When we arrived home, we immediately looked at each
other and asked “what do we do with them now?” I often compare this
experience to being a new teacher. You take courses, observe veteran
teachers, and student teach with a mentoring teacher who’s able to make
suggestions in real-time. Then as a new teacher, the safety net disappears.
There are still, of course, administrators and colleagues there to provide
support, but in that room, it’s just you and 25 pairs of eyes watching your
every move. Every teacher vividly remembers their first year of teaching.
In March of 2020, the coronavirus pandemic closed all schools in CT and in
a sense, we all became new teachers again. Veteran and new teachers alike,
had to learn how to teach children from age 3 to adults in a solely online
environment. Virtual meetings, asynchronous/synchronous, and learning
platforms, became common vernacular. As an assistant professor at Sacred
Heart University in the Teacher Education department, I wondered about the
Empathetic Educators, Volume I, Issue I
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parallels between my 1st grade sons’ experiences during virtual learning and
my students earning their Master’s or Sixth Year Degree in Education. I also
began to think about the design of my courses. How would my instruction of
new teachers/future administrators change as a result of what we experienced
in the Spring of 2020?
Common Experiences Across Students of all Ages
To examine the relationships between the experiences of my children and my
students, I asked a group of graduate students to share how they felt during
this time and to describe any challenges they endured. I received reflections
from pre-service candidates and teachers taking course work for their Masters
or 6th Year Degrees; some were also parents with young children or teenagers
at home. When reading through their reflections, some common themes
emerged.
•

Everyone woke up each day with a certain level of
uncertainty. We all had different decisions to make in the
morning: should I answer emails, begin my homework for
this week’s online session, or should I play with my cars or
stuffed animals first? Life lacked the structure we were used
to. In addition, some things we had taken for granted were
gone. As one of my former students shared, “The novel
coronavirus laid bare the fragility of control I claimed to have
over my life.”

•

Technology became part of everyone’s second language, and
we were adding terms and skills related to meeting in virtual
spaces daily. My children had never heard of Google
Classroom or Zoom before COVID-19 but now when they
see me on a virtual meeting, they instantly ask if I’m the host.
Technology at times frustrated all groups of students - little
fingers trying to maneuver a mousepad, graduate students
being randomly “kicked off” a virtual class session,
documents not saving and uploading properly. As one
student shared about her own children’s experience, “Zoom
calls were a mess... One teacher had construction going on in
her home and she could barely hear the students and kept
asking them to repeat themselves.”

•

Some of my students described feelings of isolation during
this time. They found their children or their students missing
social interactions, and virtual meetings were not a sufficient
substitute. My own children, however, didn’t seem to suffer
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from these feelings. Having a twin brother meant having
their best friend always with them which left feelings of
isolation non-existent.
Moving Forward in Uncertain Times
As the pandemic continues, administration of schools at all levels continue to
make consequential decisions about when to re-open the physical and virtual
school spaces. Whether school districts are online, hybrid, or in-person,
hopefully we can continue to approach the ever-changing situations knowing:
•

Flexibility is difficult but necessary. Some students may
decide to remain remote, even if schools are open. Students
may log into class late because they’re having technical
difficulties. Certain content that may have always been
taught in the first month of school may need to be adjusted.
No one has any prior experience with school closures due to
a pandemic, so flexibility is needed as everyone learns
together.

•

Always begin with empathy because we never know how
other people are experiencing the current situation. Decety
and Lamm (2006) define empathy as “the ability to experience
and understand what others feel without confusion between
oneself and others (p. 1146).” We are all experiencing the
current situation differently and we can’t allow ourselves to
think that our experiences mimic others.

•

When making decisions about how to best support students
during online learning, focus on the children who may be
having the hardest time emotionally, not the children who
continue to thrive. Although my own children may not be
feeling isolated, many are, so focusing on relationships and
social and emotional learning is critical.

Implications for my Own Teaching
After thinking about everyone’s various experiences, I began to think about
my courses and how prepared my students are for teaching in both
environments - in-person and virtual. In the past, I typically spent one class
period discussing implications for technology in the classroom; in addition to
the one Educational Technology course offered in our program. My
instruction had focused on using technology to adopt flipped classroom
techniques, assuming that some instruction would always be in-person.
Before 2020, I had never considered that fully online instruction would be a
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necessity in K-12 education. Subsequently, I felt like a new teacher again
having to quickly learn, adopt, and model the ways we can use technology to
create meaningful learning experiences for students in the virtual
environment- both for my own students and the students they will teach.
However, more important than the specific technology tools we select is the
focus on building relationships. Thankfully, the old adage “As a new teacher,
don’t smile until Christmas” is no longer taught. Relationship building has
always been a large focus of all my courses and now I found it rose to the top
as just as important, or perhaps even more, than it was prior to the pandemic.
Students of any age needed to feel connected to their instructors, particularly
when we feel isolated, are separated by distance and can’t connect in the faceto-face ways we took for granted. Building relationships may be more
challenging in online environments but with creativity, empathy, and a caring
attitude, we can find ways so that students of any age can feel included and
supported.
I don’t believe that anyone will look back on our time during the coronavirus
and say, “well, that was easy.” But as one of my students said, “...despite my
self-defeating messages and self-talk, I still survived.” And that survival is
something to not take lightly. For many of us, we survived as a result of the
collaboration, the virtual-all-hands-on-deck, and the relationships that support
us as parents, teachers, and students of life. It’s amazing the changes that can
come out of necessity. I’m hopeful that this learning experience has
positioned us to be better life-long learners, and that we’ll forever think more
flexibly and empathetically regarding communication and developing
relationships as we move in the future.
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Walking Lightly:
Teaching and Learning in a New World
Margaret R. Clark
Sarah M. Hart

ABSTRACT
The classrooms and schools of America have undergone a dramatic shift in
2020 with an ongoing global pandemic and a nation-wide civil rights
movement. In this article, two teacher educators reflect on a framework for
moving forward in this new world, positing a series of questions to consider
as teachers, parents, and students navigate our new educational space.
Keywords: changemaking, agency, empathy, teacher education
INTRODUCTION
“Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with
the past and imagine their world anew. This one is no
different. It is a portal, a gateway between one world and the
next. We can choose to walk through it, dragging the
carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data
banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies
behind us. Or we can walk through lightly, with little
luggage, ready to imagine another world. And ready to fight
for it.” - Arundhati Roy on April 3, 2020
Over the past nine months, the world has dramatically changed. In the midst
of a global pandemic and an international civil rights movement led by the
US-based Black Lives Matter campaign, the ways in which we interact,
communicate, teach, and learn have shifted. Many of our traditional learning
spaces are closed and schools are relying on digital spaces to continue
instruction. Many students and families find themselves struggling to access
those digital spaces, facing increasing inequalities in internet and technology
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access (Ceres, 2020). As teacher educators working with pre-service teachers
in higher education, we have seen our university students leave their shuttered
campuses and pivot their own courses to online learning, but also immerse
themselves as assistants and student teachers into K-12 online classrooms, as
well. We have witnessed our students take to the streets, advocating for their
own and others’ health and wellbeing, and protesting the police violence and
racism in America. During this time, we have worked to listen, learn, and
walk alongside our colleagues and students of color, focusing on what it takes
to become co-conspirators in this work. As we look to the future of the school
year ahead of us, with many questions unanswered about the state of schools
and universities across the nation, we are left with one grounding question,
guided by Arundhati Roy’s guidance: how do we move forward, breaking
with our past, and walk lightly through this new world, this portal?
A FRAMEWORK FOR MAKING CHANGE
As professors who train teachers within our respective educational fields of
early childhood education and inclusive education, we come to our work with
philosophies grounded in liberation and transformation. For us, this means
examining current schooling practices with a critical eye and then imagining
new, alternative, inclusive and expansive methods for teaching all students.
Yet we know first-hand, as parents of young children, the current challenges
we face regarding distance learning, the social emotional wellbeing of our
children, and uncertainty among constant change. To face these challenges
and re-imagine a way to support our students, our families and our own
teaching practices, we turn towards the concept of changemaking to inform
our current work.
Changemakers, a term used by the Ashoka organization, are “empathetic,
ethical actors who will positively impact their own lives, their communities,
their schools, their companies, their countries and the world, now and
throughout their lives” (Start Empathy Initiative, 2017). These are the people
in our community who have both “the will and the skill to make positive
change, who puts empathy in action for the good of all” (p. 11). In these times
of fast-paced change, rather than one leader telling everyone what to do,
changemaking involves the empowerment of everyone. New possibilities,
rather than problems, foster reflection and growth. Schools and educational
spaces are changed by those within them. To use a disability advocacy
catchphrase, “nothing about us without us” (Charlton, 2000).
In 2017, far before the pandemic, we asked a group of teacher candidates
within a teacher preparation in Connecticut about how they understood and
witnessed changemaking in educational spaces. Specifically, we were
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interested in changemaking skills and concepts during their coursework and
fieldwork experiences within four components of: (1) Empathy, or personal
understanding and sharing of feelings; (2) Advocacy, or support of a cause;
(3) Agency, belief in the ability to make a change; and lastly, (4) Reflection,
or consideration of what has been learned.
We found that these teacher candidates clearly recognized the need for
empathy. They saw the natural connection between empathy and the other
changemaking pillars of advocacy, agency, and reflection. They felt empathy
came naturally to their practice, “this is our strong suit, we see all different
students, so it's just something that I think we're natural at.” However, we
were surprised to find that these teacher candidates described feeling a lack
of agency when teaching, noting that making change in education is hard.
They observed challenges and problems in the institution of schooling but
struggled to identify how they could make a difference. One candidate told
us: “I can’t find my voice, I want to, but I can’t.” When asked why they felt
this way, they described multiple levels of accountability and surveillance in
teaching, with warnings “not to rock the boat.” They felt that these barriers to
agency were “bigger than themselves.” Based upon this knowledge from
these teacher candidates, we now look directly at our current climate, these
“shifts between worlds” and ask: What do we need to do? How can we find
our voice? And, how can our empathy inform our agency?
EMPATHY INTO ACTION:
RECOMMENDATIONS & NEXT STEPS FOR PRACTICE
To begin to imagine how we move forward, how we walk lightly during a
time that feels so heavy, we return to the core components of our
changemaking framework, using them as a compass for grounding our
practice as educators. We posit the following guiding questions for other
educators, parents, and caregivers in the field:
Remember our Empathy: How can I actively and consciously work to listen
and understand my students and their families? How does this understanding
influence my pedagogy and practice?
Engaging in Advocacy: How can I continually speak up and speak out for all
students? What supports do they need and how can I help them access those
supports? What resources do I have that can support them right now?
Focus on our Personal Agency: What is in my control? What aspects of my
teaching and learning can I adjust, enable, or even resist to create a learning
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environment that is safe and nourishing for me, my students, and their
families?
Continuous Reflection: How can I continually and collaboratively reflect on
my teaching practice? Who are my co-collaborators in this work and how can
we work together to construct a community of wellbeing?
CONCLUSION
We say to our educational community -- keep walking. By whatever means
you move through space, go forward purposefully, believing that you can
make change. Even when it feels as though the world is filled with
uncertainty, don’t stop, don’t shy away. Travel, but pack little luggage, and
ensure to walk lightly. With each step, deeply consider ways to be a
changemaker, and to address the questions we have posed. Keep pace with
the new and different ways to work with, care for, learn from and teach our
students - whether in person or over a computer screen. Re-focus on what is
in your control and let go what is not. Pass through the gateway of this new
world to develop classrooms and spaces for learning that are curated with
hope and collective care.
Resources & Inspirations for Educators
https://startempathy.org/
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources
https://www.wested.org/covid-19-resources/
https://neaedjustice.org/black-lives-matter-school-resources/
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How Does a Peacemaker Find the Strength to
Engage in Emotionally Charged Conversations that
Create High Levels of Stress?
Juilee Parpart
ABSTRACT
This essay chronicles the development of a white suburban educator from a
difficult childhood to an unlikely protester. Her experiences are framed as
three confessions: coming to understand herself as a Peacemaker;
recognition of privilege, inequity and injustice in race relations; and fear of
complacency. Her odyssey is illustrated by reflections on her upbringing and
the realization that racism was subtly embedded in her worldview. The author
gives examples of relationships and experiences that changed her perceptions
of people of color. A particularly compelling story involved her taking a
recently released Black prisoner into her home. The author relates how she
has found meaning in life by helping others reach their potential.
Keywords: complacency, educator, privilege, protester, racism, reflections
As a White Suburban School Teacher, I Must Confess…
It’s nearing bedtime on June 11, 2019 as I grab a book from the coffee table.
The title, The Road Back to You-An Enneagram Journey to Self-Discovery
invited disdain and skepticism. With limited options of reading material, I
crawled between the sheets, confident in immediate slumber.
However, the print leaped from the pages, grabbed me by the shoulders and
shook me.
This book was reading me! It was stealing my breath and shattering my
comfortable self-perception. The Enneagram is a tool that explains nine
personality types starting with Type Nine, the Peacemaker.
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So here’s my first confession. I’m a Peacemaker-avoiding conflict at all costs
and disconnecting from the passion to live my best life.
The Creation of an Empathetic Peacemaker
This shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me. I was raised the oldest of five
in a lower middle-class suburban neighborhood. There were no shortages of
family events that required skills for bringing people to a state of peace.
As a middle-aged adult, I fit the pattern of a typical child brought up in an
alcoholic, abusive home. My resiliency score is off the charts which is a
source of pride for me so why be upset that I fit the label of Peacemaker?
Reflecting on my heritage, I’m proud of my
immigrant Polish lineage. In fact, my paternal
uncles have traced our family line back to Poland
in the 1600’s. How amazing is that?
Semi-annual family reunions were filled with stories of how our ancestors
came to America and made a life for themselves in the Midwest. The family
tree was unrolled over a picnic table as we eagerly searched for our little
branch compared to our cousins. I was always aware that my story was
connected to these ancestors I had never met but who had pursued their
version of the American Dream.
Their dreams embraced a predominantly white, Catholic community where
everyone dressed the same and followed all the rules. ‘Dad’ worked a whitecollar job and ‘Mom’ worked as a housewife. And somehow, my father
thought telling racist jokes at parties was acceptable. Since I had not seen my
father most of my childhood, I found myself frequently confronting him until
he learned that racist jokes were, in fact, unacceptable.
My maternal lineage is also from Poland. The stories I heard were dominated
with themes of struggle for survival amidst strict cultural norms and
generations of assimilation. My ancestors were expected to work hard and
adhere to their Polish heritage in the face of racial discrimination. GreatGrandmother Frances often shared her memories of growing up on a
Minnesota farm with her seventeen siblings. I would listen for hours
fascinated with the part of our family history that I was intimately connected
to through my existence. We enjoyed cabbage soup, goat milk candy and the
truly traditional polish sausage called kishka.
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A Call to Action in America
Here’s my second confession. I have never been able to comprehend how the
Constitution states that “all men are created equal” …except for women,
blacks, Mexicans, Native-Americans and any people of color. In my
community, in advertising, in national policies, I was experiencing cognitive
dissonance and my own oppression from the white men of the world.
Watching the famous doll experiments on YouTube reminded me of my own
childhood and how I rarely saw black dolls at KMart or advertised on TV.
And as an elementary teacher, I often see the effects of racism played out in
the classroom. Although I teach for inclusion, it’s clear I need to expand my
instruction which is why I enrolled in the course, Race and Cultural Diversity
in American Life and History offered through the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign. The content of this course opened my eyes to the depth
of racism as a social construct and the systemic nature of racism since the
days of slavery.
My best friend in first grade was a black girl named Literia Seals. I loved her
chunky braids and her funky barrettes but her big, brown eyes and her warm
smile made me feel like fresh-baked cookies. I saw her color and loved every
part of her. We shared an understanding about life that left a huge void when
she moved away.
In high school, I wanted to date the kindest man I ever met. But I was barred
from dating him for the simple fact that he was Mexican. Why wouldn’t my
parents want me to date a kind man?
My upbringing was filled with diversity but I didn’t fully appreciate it until I
moved to my current community. Our next-door neighbor was rumored to
have ties with a local ‘dismantled’ group of KKK. I believe it to be true as
even my dog would not go near him, sensing his underlying hatred. Imagine
his discontent as we welcomed a newly released black prison inmate into our
home!
This was a man my husband had befriended while working as a correctional
officer; pledging his assistance during parole hearings that ensured his release
to our care. My eyes were opened the first night of his release with $50 in his
pocket and the clothes he was wearing.
He was expected to secure his birth certificate, a state ID and employment
within 30 days after being incarcerated for over twenty years. Since 2001, it
has been one of the greatest joys in my life to witness this man, my friend,
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rebuild his life by becoming a husband, multi-property owner and a Knights
of Columbus leader in his church community.
It’s June 2020. I am coping with recently completed chemotherapy, a
pandemic and the opportunity to raise my voice for racial equality. How does
a Peacemaker find the strength to engage in emotionally charged
conversations that create high levels of stress?
In the words of Virginia Wolf, “You cannot find peace by avoiding life.”
Life is meaningful when it revolves around helping our fellow humans reach
their highest potential.
Actions Speak Louder Than Words
My final confession is that I’ve been afraid of being complacent in the face
of adversity, hiding behind my white privilege and not knowing what to do or
say that will have any significant impact on systemic racism.
But then, I rise up and choose to participate
in a protest march with 30,000 people
wearing masks and chanting “Black Lives
Matter!” to the world. Please don’t tell my
oncologist.
I educate myself by reading books,
watching documentaries and blogs on
black America.
I purposefully support black owned
businesses.
Most importantly, I fully engage in
difficult conversations armed with factual
information and notice the fear dissolving.
What am I afraid of...that someone won’t like what I say?
They might be offended? Or worse...they won’t really listen like I do.
I won’t walk away. I choose to elevate our humanity and bring truth to the
statement that “all men are created equal.”
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The Challenge in Supporting Students’ Social
Emotional Needs Online: From a School Social
Worker’s Perspective
Alison Onofrio
ABSTRACT
For a school social worker, the 2019-2020 school year was a year in which
there were many challenges and barriers with supporting social emotional
learning due to the COVID-19 crisis. During this school year student learning
became remote learning for both academics, behavioral and social emotional
needs. This school year, more than ever, was a time to address social
emotional learning needs as top priority, but unfortunately it was the most
challenging of years to address those needs. In the role of a school social
worker during a “normal” year, many hats are worn in order to support the
needs of the school community. This year, with a national crisis, I have
encountered a new set of challenges, that now requires a whole new set of
hats to wear.
Keywords: Community-related risks, Family Violence, High School
students, Low-income families, Quarantine-associated risks, Remote
Learning School Social Worker, Social-emotional-behavioral needs.
INTRODUCTION
Due to COVID-19 many students have shared with me that they don’t feel
safe, are nervous to leave their homes, anxious to watch the news, feel more
isolated than ever not seeing friends and are uncomfortable to hug loved ones.
In my role over the past years as a school social worker, I have taught,
promoted and encouraged ways to solve problems, reduce anxiety and help
diminish fears, however during this national crisis a lot of the skills that
students have gained have been lost.

Empathetic Educators, Volume I, Issue I

26

On a regular basis I support students with their development on concepts such
as self-awareness, self-management, responsible decision-making skills,
relationship skills and social awareness. But remote learning has made it more
challenging to teach and reinforce these skills that we expect our students to
know.
It is very concerning that the students will not have the skills that are ideal to
function well in society- demonstrating empathy, getting a job, establishing
positive relationships and managing stress. In the remote setting additional
challenges have made it even more difficult to support the students’ needs.
Such challenges are lack of student engagement, heightened anxiety due to
COVID-19, technology issues, the heightened need to support families both
financially and emotionally and parentified student roles.
REMOTE LEARNING BARRIERS
The 2019- 2020 school year has been a year in which students and staff have
transitioned to remote learning, but as a professional it has felt more defeating
then positive. I have talked on the phone for countless hours with students
who are overwhelmed, confused, lonely and missing the overall school
climate. Students miss seeing their smiling teachers, the principal waving
hello in the morning, meeting their friends at lunch, being a part of group
projects, hearing the daily gossip and meeting with their school social worker
to discuss any school, home or personal problems they face.
Learning loss will most likely be greatest among low-income, black, and
Hispanic students. Lower income students are less likely to have access to
high-quality remote learning or to a conducive learning environment, such as
a quiet space with minimum distractions, devices they do not need to share,
high-speed internet, and parental academic guidance (Dorn, Hancock,
Sarakatsannis, & Viruleg, 2020).
As a school social worker, who works with student in a city where many
students are black and Hispanic from low-income families, how do I help in
an environment so out of my control. In the school building I can support the
teacher, support the school community, support the overall climate etc., but
when a student is home there are now so many more struggles and obstacles
that are out of my control. Due to all these remote learning barriers, students
are unable to process their own emotions and anxieties with their usual trusted
supports, often resulting in students feeling lonely and isolated.
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SOCIAL EMOTIONAL REMOTE LEARNING BARRIERS
Community-related risks for mental health, challenges within the families,
domestic violence, child maltreatment and quarantine-associated risks are
always of high concern. The focus on high-risk children during this present
time resonated with me, as a social worker, because it goes into detail on how
this pandemic has underreported the possible amounts of domestic violence
and child maltreatment cases (Fegert, Vitiello, Plener, & Clemens, 2020).
This is very alarming because school buildings and community supports used
to provide opportunities for students to interact with trusted adults. Now
students cannot access community and building supports as they once were
able to. Remote learning does not provide the same access and opportunity
for school staff to interact with students for six plus hours in a day to build
that comfortable connection/atmosphere. Another key point of the article was
that students are starting to normalize the online interactions and are not
socializing the same way they used to. This is problematic because
socialization is a critical aspect of life function and success.
Another research discusses how isolation puts children at greater risk of
neglect as well as physical, emotional, sexual, and domestic abuse. In the
school setting, school social workers utilize the limited time we have in order
to build relationships and help teach school wide SEL skills, which helps
students to feel comfortable in opening up about the possibility of abuse or
neglect in their lives (Usher, Bhullar, Durkin, Gyamfi, & Jackson, 2020).
During remote learning students often have family members in the same room
as them, which makes it even more challenging to disclose personal
information.
CONCLUSION
The challenge in supporting students’ social emotional needs through remote
learning has felt defeating, but I remain positive in making strides to impact
my students so they feel more successful. My district has been proactive in
providing professional development to teachers and staff to encourage student
engagement. I am hopeful that as we start the 2020-2021 school year, I will
be able to help support students through a remote learning platform more
effectively. As a school social worker, I feel it is imperative that my role
change, as the needs of my students have changed due to the COVID-19 crisis.
Some changes I will make is operating outside the scheduled “school hours”
to increase student engagement, co-teaching with teachers to incorporate
more SEL work within google classrooms, providing more SEL material to
families, students and staff, making more daily calls to our families and not
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just checking in on the student- but the family as a whole too. I also will make
sure to increase self-care for myself as well as educating my students more
often about the importance of self-care.
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When Social Emotional Learning Intersects with
Historical Trauma for Marginalized Students
Jennifer C. Dauphinais
ABSTRACT
As educational leaders, it is paramount that we uphold the responsibility to
unpack the arguments and public petitions made by youth activists and social
movement organizations as they directly relate to and intersect with broader
educational desires for thoughtfully developed culturally responsive and antiracist work in schools today. The research discussed in this narrative is
attuned to the opportunities for public discourse critiques and analysis, which
reveal the processes of inequity and racist thinking underpinning our
financial, curricular, and pedagogical structures throughout the education
system. Implications of this work include considerations for the ways that
policing structures our schools, our students' communities, and allowing for
our work to question how those policing dispositions integrate into the
classroom through SEL instruction.
Keywords: Anti-racist pedagogy, Police Brutality, Social Emotional Learning
INTRODUCTION
In parsing out the threads of an intertwined COVID-19 crisis and racial
liberation movement, I have been keenly attuned to the opportunities for
public discourse, which reveal the processes of inequity and racist thinking
underpinning our financial, curricular, and pedagogical structures throughout
the education system. One needs only to turn to the virtual pages of Teen
Vogue, Slate, Medium, or tune into a live feed of Unicorn Riot or Tik-Tok to
listen and learn. For many throughout this time of social revolution and
revival, our vision has become a bit clearer and our deep-seeded concerns laid
bare, as the youth of our nation speak-back to generations of injustice. So, it
seems time for a reappraisal of our personal agendas around the social
direction of curriculum and the intentions we hold for our students’ when it
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comes to trust-building, relational dispositions, and the development of
classroom behavior guidelines and expected “norms”.
DISCOURSES OF DISCIPLINE
As a critical discourse researcher of social emotional learning (SEL) curricula
and its associated pedagogies, I have shared many concerns about that social
emotional learning takes the form of policing toward Black and Brown
students for quite some time. Teachers, administrators, and teacher educators
should take the time to read the recent literature that has emerged around
police brutality and over-policing in the communities where they teach and
serve. As educational leaders, it is paramount that we uphold our
responsibility to unpack the arguments and public petitions made by youth
activists and social movement organizations as they directly relate to and
intersect with broader educational desires for thoughtfully developed
culturally responsive and anti-racist work in schools today. If educators are
not already involved in supporting social action and youth leadership, the
demands of the Black Lives Matter movement in particular, cannot be
overlooked as we attempt to address the social emotional needs of our
students nor the community issues of the time.
The goals for traditional SEL Initiatives and their associated standards often
come with very different intentions than emancipatory and abolitionist
movements who are working arduously toward much-needed deliberate
educational changes now. Today’s standardized SEL programs have been
critiqued by numerous scholars as being drawn from age-old discourses of
eugenics, ableism, and whiteness, and in fact, are a contradiction to agentive
and liberating practices we hope to proclaim and labor toward for our
children. The work of SEL over the past decade appears to move toward the
amelioration of disciplinary discourses, and school-to-prison pipeline fallout
by creating an alternative path that leads to “soft skills” and restorative
practices, but this is not necessarily true. Many forms of traditional SEL have
simply changed the style of regulatory discourses that teachers use when
maintaining a disciplinary stance toward students. These mainstream SEL
discourses have instead white-washed the same policing intentions and
standardized regulation of student body movements, emotions, and inner
thoughts. These forms of expression are now more closely monitored. When
taking a closer look at the research behind these initiatives, the cultivation of
good behavior has been fastened into metrics focused on improved
disciplinary compliance and school achievement outcomes. This situates an
inevitable burden of imbalance within the power-relations of the teacherstudent relationship when it comes to the enactment of SEL instruction and
practice in the classroom.
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DISCUSSION/CONCLUSIONS
Today’s mainstream SEL has attempted to erase the idea that the school-toprison pipeline is still an active byproduct of our schooling system and has
exalted many teachers from their guilt and their needed anti-racist self-work
by believing these programs help students live better lives. The question for
me is, who did all of the transformational work? Who did the labor fall upon?
For me, SEL as an apparatus of normalization has kept teachers entangled
with their internal biases and race-blindness and instead has pushed students
further toward adapting to systems of schooling that are in crisis and in need
of far-reaching, systemic change. Through the design and positioning of
students as “in need of SEL interventions”, traditional SEL programs have
shouldered the burden of change on the students by instructing them to selfregulate and demonstrate acceptable levels of emotional control. Teachers
also face a similar form of labor when working against burn-out through their
own SEL interventions in order to survive their jobs rather than having the
support to shift the broken system inciting the issues at hand. Instead, I
question what the possibility of dismantling systemic oppression and
embracing the emotional work that goes with it might yield. As we move
toward empathy and compassion in our work as educators, I also consider
how this tandem work can further the reparations process for our most
marginalized students.
RECOMMENDATIONS / NEXT STEPS
Social-emotional learning is not quick or easy work that can be conveniently
applied as a stop gap for larger issues schools —- it is delicate work that needs
much critique and thought, specifically for the care and wellbeing of students
whose communities are habitually policed or whose identities are historically
targeted and marginalized. If educators are going to do any kind of SEL “soft
skills” work with students, the caution label here is to be sure we are also in
an active and critical process of examining the privilege and biases within
yourself, among our teaching staff, as well as considering how policing is
already structuring our schools, our students' communities, and allow our
work to question how those policing dispositions, however obvious or subtle,
integrate into the classroom through SEL instruction. I would put a huge
warning label on any SEL program or initiative folks are considering until the
“whole picture” has been examined, meaning that the community needs and
the history of violence in the neighborhood and the nation have been
contextualized within the larger culture and a clear and connected
understanding of the learning community being served. What is the SEL
intending to do here, in this place, with these particular children? Is it to
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normalize student behavior in the face of deficits caused by systemic and
institutional injustice or racism? Is the goal to get more students to college
without misbehavior or incompliance? Or is the goal to enrich students'
schooling experiences, affirm their existing identities, and allow them to
express themselves in a safe space where we are the space holders protecting
their right to feel and be alive? Are we pushing our students to adapt to the
norms of the institution under the guise of seemingly friendly SEL
interventions and associated curricular and pedagogical approaches? Are we
also teaching students to be accomplices and bystanders while others are overconditioned through this process? I argue that students' individual needs and
identities must be centered on the main concerns of any practice we take up
in schools and learning spaces, specifically those dealing with students'
internal navigation and self-understanding. A concerned and thoughtful
learning of the history of schooling, the history of policing and marginalized
communities, and a critical understanding of whiteness and the bypassing of
emotions in teaching and education, knowledge of the reappropriation and
secularism that informs many SEL initiatives today, as well as an awareness
of the work of emancipatory scholars and youth who are producing wonderful
counter-movements to traditional SEL programs, are among a few things to
be aware of if we are interested in SEL program, or already working on such
school initiatives during this time of vibrant and fluctuating educational
change.
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ABSTRACT
Learning during the COVID-19 pandemic required purposeful changes to
learning strategies and engagement in healthy living habits. Improved
communication between students, families, and teachers is essential to
successful learning outcomes for students.
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Before the COVID-19 pandemic, our days were busy and over-scheduled. We
ran from thing to thing and we tried to manage the demands of our day-to-day
existence. Our family of five was navigating the spring semester with a pretty
good flow, until the pandemic hit. Within one weekend, we went from a
predictable structure to immediate uncertainty with little understanding or
direction on how to navigate this change.
Each child in our family attended a different school. Each school and teacher
chose a different approach to student success. The varied approaches meant
that our family received communication regarding student expectations that
often differed significantly. Initially, the different strategies made it almost
impossible to craft a strategy for our family to successfully adjust to remote
learning. These different strategies also created angst in each child because
they wanted to do well, the conflicting messages we received were confusing
and frustrating. The different strategies, angst, and pandemic immediately
upended the harmony of the household. Suddenly siblings with different
interests, preferences, and schedules became “co-workers” that had to find
strategies to collaborate to create a productive and positive living and learning
space. In spite of the co-worker relationships, space, access to technology to
complete academic requirements, and personal schedules were often in
conflict. For example, our household has three computers; however, one
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laptop is unreliable, and the second laptop has a faulty screen, leaving the
final working desktop computer in the bedroom of one sibling as a viable
option. Pre-COVID, we were able to manage technology needs because
everyone had access to technology at school. However, ensuring each child
had adequate access became a challenge once all instruction moved online
and we lost the opportunity to use classroom technology. To overcome this,
the kids worked together to craft a daily schedule that allowed each person
sufficient access to the desktop computer in one siblings room. The plan
included personal and creative time as well as exercise to ensure that each
person maintained some control over their day-to-day experiences while
accomplishing schoolwork and time for fun.
Interestingly, the younger kids were quickly able to follow a consistent daily
schedule; however, the oldest child found the plan to be too constricting and
this created additional anxiety because she needed more flexibility throughout
her day to keep her on track. Further complicating matters by increasing the
family tension, both parents were now home all day, every day. While the
school day had offered daily opportunities to be with peers and these
interactions provided a sense of freedom, with everyone together all the time
there were more opportunities for friction that further challenged the
transition. The kids moved from “public school kids” to “home school kids”
overnight and they felt isolated from their peers and the crucial socialemotional element of learning in a face-to-face classroom disappeared. While
technology allowed for interaction, the physical component associated with a
sense of belonging, community, and excitement was missing; In short, they
were sad. The kids expressed that for the first month or so of quarantine, they
and their friends experienced a collective sense of depression. Furthermore,
our kids felt this for longer because of the decision to limit physical interaction
with others, while their friends were able to hang out still like they did preCOVID. We decided that our kids would not be given the same pre-COVID
freedom out of concern for their health and safety and the health and safety
of others. This tension was further exacerbated by peer pressure not to follow
the quarantine recommendations and these feelings had a dramatic impact on
their motivation.
Motivation continued to be impacted by conflicting and inconsistent
messages from the schools because it seemed like each teacher was left to
fend for himself or herself and not all had the same level of training or
comfortability with using technology for pedagogy. These differences meant
there was considerable variation in assignment type, difficulty, and how much
instruction occurred. The kids quickly grew frustrated with how inconsistent
their day-to-day schooling became at this time.
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The Fall provides more uncertainty because we still do not know if schools
will re-open, if face-to-face classes will resume, or if our educational
existence will remain virtual. Not knowing what the future holds is unsettling
and, with that said, we have learned some things from our experience. The
unexpected, extended break from our pre-COVID understanding of normal
provided a much-needed reality check. We were busy being busy and we were
not taking good care of our health. We all needed more sleep, more exercise,
and healthier eating habits. Our “new” schedule forced us to re-examine our
choices and live a slower-paced life. Also, we began to manage our essential
needs better, built exercise into our day, and shifted from eating lots of takeout
to cooking at home together.
As we navigate the remainder of the summer, we are mindful of the challenges
the Fall will bring and the undeniable pressure teachers feel. The children
have not had much of a summer break and like teachers they have been
planning and preparing for multiple instructional delivery methods while
trying to identify strategies to keep students, themselves, and their families
safe. To maintain the positive aspects of our “new normal,” and for the kids
to have a safe and productive return to school, communication must improve.
For us all to have success, our communication must be consistent, constant,
and transparent and it will be essential that we check in with each other to
ensure that what we are doing is working for all involved. If communication
reveals that things are not working, then we have to commit to making
changes in the future to ensure we achieve the most favorable outcomes for
our health, safety, and education. Our kids depend on it.
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