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T E A C H E R  W E L L N E S S

Teaching Through a Pandemic: A Mindset for This Moment
Hundreds of teachers, many of them operating in countries where teach-
from-home has been in place for weeks, weigh in on the mental approach
you need to stay grounded in this difficult time.

By Stephen Merrill

March 19, 2020

The thought ended almost before it started: “This is so overwhelming.” It was all one teacher managed to type

before she stopped short, vexed into silence, perhaps, by the sheer size of the problem. In the pregnant pause

that followed, undoubtedly, every teacher tracking the unspooling thread—about the dizzying, rapidly escalating

viral crisis that was closing schools across the country—recognized the chasm they were all facing as well, and

scrambled to fill in the blank.

In the next few hours, over 500 teachers joined two Facebook conversations about teaching during the coronavirus

pandemic, spilling out their concerns and anxieties: What will we do if the schools close for months? How can I

shift to online learning if we’re closing tomorrow, or even in a few hours? How will special education students be

cared for, and IEPs administered? What about children who have no internet access, or who will be required, as

Keith Schoch thoughtfully noted, to “become de facto babysitters” for their brothers and sisters. “There is no digital

divide, but there is a digital abyss, and America’s rural poor are living at the bottom of it,” said Anne Larsen, with

devastating concision. What if, in the end, the school systems decide that online learning is working just fine, and

never reopen?
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The panic was all perfectly understandable.

But there were plenty of teachers in the mix who had weeks of crisis experience under their belts by that time—

several in Hong Kong and Italy and the state of Washington, for example—and others who had long careers in

online and distance learning. In the end, too, there were many fantastic, highly creative teachers providing

strategies as fast as the obstacles appeared.

At the highest level, a shift in mindset would be required—even the most optimistic educators conceded the point.

There are plenty of strategies and tactics we’re covering at Edutopia—and we’ll continue to—but here are the

crucial emotional and psychological scaffolds that our audience agreed would be needed to teach in this new

paradigm.

E X P E C T  T R I A L . . .  A N D  P L E N T Y  O F  E R R O R

Start by being reasonable with yourself. It is, in fact, impossible to shift to distance learning overnight without lots

of trial and error. Expect it, plan for it, and do your best to make peace with it.

“I can tell you, now that we’re in week 7 of online learning, that much of what you will do will be trial and error,”

wrote Stacy Rausch Keevan, who was teaching in Hong Kong. “Don’t stress about that—it won’t do you any good.

For my middle school English and humanities classes, I’m offering the same lessons I would normally do live, but in

smaller doses.”

A C K N O W L E D G E  T H E  E X T R A O R D I N A R Y

Reset your baseline. We're all operating in the shadow of a global pandemic, and it is disorienting and limiting.

Business as usual is unrealistic.



The real “points to consider” are not “the strict adherence to ‘regular’ conditions and norms,” wrote Amy Rheault-

Heafield in a reply to a question about how to structure distance learning like more typical learning experiences,

“but how to provide a rich experience to all learners who are now without ‘traditional’ teachers standing beside

them in classes.”

So while you should try to provide “meaningful activities,” cautioned elementary teacher John Thomas, “we should

remember that on short notice—and because many of us have limited PD utilizing these tools—we can’t tackle

everything immediately. In other words, we should give ourselves the time and the permission to figure this out.”

R E D U C E  T H E  W O R K L O A D  ( F O R  YO U R S E L F  A N D  YO U R  S T U D E N T S )

If your district allows it, you should plan to do less. Students won’t be able to work as productively, anyway—so if

you can’t scale back you’ll be sending them work they cannot do—and your own life and family need added care.

“Feedback from students and families over the last 10 days in Italy is ‘less is more,’” commented Jo Gillespie.

“Consider that parents are trying to work from home, and siblings are vying for computer and Wi-Fi time. Try

Google quizzes using Forms, a reading log, some short live sessions with teachers and classmates, maybe

vocabulary extension, maths and geometry problems (but not too many). And that’s probably enough.”

And Keevan, the teacher in Hong Kong with weeks of experience, confirmed that time and distance play funny

games during a crisis: “What would normally take you one class period to teach in the classroom will probably take

you twice as long.”

N O  P E R S O N  I S  A N  I S L A N D



Humans are social animals. Working from home, or worse, from quarantine, is isolating and often depressing for

both teachers and students.

Make a concerted effort to speak to other colleagues and trusted professionals to provide emotional and

psychological context to your work. Teaching at this moment is extraordinarily hard, and you’ll need the virtual

company of people who are experiencing what you are.

And don’t forget to “reach out to students as often as you can,” said Keevan, who still teaches classes live despite

a (slightly inconvenient!) 13-hour time difference. Or you can facilitate peer-to-peer communication. John Thomas

assigns pen pals in his first- and second-grade classes, so that kids with no internet can feel like they belong.

E V E R YO N E  T H I N K S  T H E Y  C A N ’ T— B E F O R E  T H E Y  C A N

Some degree of pessimism and self-doubt comes with the territory. Teachers in the Facebook thread advised more

perspective-taking and being more patient with yourself: You know how to teach, and you will figure this out in

time.

“We are in week 7 and I have three children of my own at home,” wrote Salecia Host, a teacher in Tianjin, China,

reflecting on the arc of her emotional response to the crisis. “Just take it day by day. It gets less overwhelming and

more routine.”

Try to remain calm—though you’ll have a few moments where that goes out the window—and keep plugging away:

“Being open-minded and flexible is key,” said Kaz Wilson, who also works in China. “Everyone thinks you can’t until

you pause, talk it out with folks who are doing it, and know that you’ll get through it.”



Teacher Wellness Online Learning

M I N D  T H E  G A P

Your work will be hard, but there are students facing more severe challenges. Students with no internet or no

computer will need support, as will those with learning differences or other circumstances that make distance

learning especially difficult. Supporting these students was on almost everyone’s mind—it came up dozens of times

in the Facebook thread.

“I’m in Italy. Our schools closed a few weeks ago without any previous warning. We shifted to online immediately. It

is hard and exhausting,” admitted Eleonora Borromeo, before providing a ray of hope. “Equity is an issue.

Assessment is an issue. But the students are doing their best and giving us the strength to go on.”

Solutions from our audience of teachers focused on the old analog approaches: paper-and-pencil tasks, workbooks

and activity packets that can be mailed home, and updating parents and students via phone calls daily.
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Teachers adjusting to teaching from home while schools are closed may
need to work out new routines to stay grounded.
By John McCarthy

April 10, 2020

As a teacher of online courses for many years, I’ve grappled with working from home. Whether we’re planning and

teaching virtually or managing projects, working from home for extended lengths of time can be challenging as
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work time blends into personal time. It’s too easy to slip into being on call 24/7 as we tackle emerging challenges

and requests from learners anywhere and at any time.

But setting boundaries that separate work time from personal time is only a first step. To help and support others,

we must become avid caretakers of ourselves.

Read Full Story

T E A C H E R  W E L L N E S S

How to Make the Most of Winter Break

Learn one teacher’s strategies to return from break well-rested and
recharged.
By Kasey Short

December 13, 2019
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In my teaching experience, winter break arrives at the moment when both the students and I need it most. As we

are nearing winter break, I look forward to some time to relax and renew my energy before school resumes in

January. Some years I realized a day or two before the end of my time off that I wasn’t any more rested than I had
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been in the days leading up to break. Over the years there are some things that I have found to help me have a

truly revitalizing winter break. 

Before break, I designate days on my calendar when I won’t check email or do anything work-related. Allocating

days when I won’t engage in work helps me to be intentional about spending time with family as well as spending

mindful time alone. Around a week before winter break, write down all work-related to-do items. Check off as many

as possible before break. Listing what needs to get accomplished helps me stay organized. Even better, if I

succeed in checking off all of the items, I return from the break with a clean slate. 

Read Full Story

S O C I A L  A N D  E M OT I O N A L  L E A R N I N G

7 Ways to Maintain Relationships During Your School Closure

Suddenly, you’re not in the same physical space as your students. We
asked teachers to share strategies for maintaining relationships—both
peer-to-peer and student-teacher—when everything’s gone remote.
By Sarah Gonser

March 25, 2020

On any given day in schools across America, many students exchange warm greetings with a smiling teacher, then

perhaps move on to a morning check-in, followed by a quick mindfulness exercise to start the day grounded and
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mentally focused. Surrounded by peers they’ve known for months, or perhaps even years—and a teacher they see

daily—kids feel connected.

In spite of some critics who downplay the importance of social and emotional learning and the value of belonging—

the number of such skeptics is falling, to be sure—the research (/art icle/bringing-science-learning-classrooms) is clear and

has been for some time: When kids spend their daytime hours in safe, supportive schools where adults work every

day to build strong relationships with every student, they are simply better, more engaged learners.

Read Full Story

O N L I N E  L E A R N I N G

4 Tips for Teachers Shifting to Teaching Online

An educator with experience in distance learning shares what he’s
learned: Keep it simple, and build in as much contact as possible.
By Kareem Farah

March 20, 2020

The coronavirus has caused widespread school closures for an unknown duration. Teachers are scrambling to find

ways to support students from afar through distance and online learning. If you’re feeling overwhelmed by

this daunting task, you’re certainly not alone.
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I’ve also struggled to reach students outside of class. For several years, I taught in communities where students

struggled to attend school consistently. To help absent students access my courses, I developed a blended, self-

paced, mastery-based instructional model  that empowered all my students to

learn, whether they were in my room or not. Today, I run The Modern Classrooms Project, where I help other

teachers do the same.

Read Full Story

S P E C I A L  E D U C AT I O N

New Strategies in Special Education as Kids Learn From Home

In special education, teachers say that schedules, sensory supports, and
close collaboration with families can help smooth the transition to remote
learning during coronavirus.
By Nora Fleming

March 27, 2020

Katie Papaccioli, a special education teacher in New York City, holds up a student's lesson. 

Around the nation, K–12 schools are frantically trying to adapt to abrupt closures during the coronavirus. But while

all teachers are struggling with the new normal, special education teachers in particular are facing unparalleled

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zrR-KIoggf4)
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challenges transitioning both their teaching—and their students and families—to home-based instruction tailored to

each student’s needs.

“When you say ‘special education,’ you are talking about an umbrella of ages, interests, abilities, and disabilities,

within which are individual needs identified by their Individualized Education Program,” explains Margaret Shafer, a

third-grade teacher in Morton, Illinois, echoing questions raised by our readers, who wonder how they can provide

sufficient support for each of their students who each have very different requirements to learn.

Read Full Story

FA M I LY  E N G A G E M E N T

Why Learning at Home Should Be More Self-Directed—and Less Structured

On March 18, 2020, Simone Kern tweeted that simply “recreating schools
at home” passes up a golden opportunity to engage kids in authentic,
self-directed learning.
By Simone Kern

March 24, 2020

With students at home because of the coronavirus threat, social media feeds filled up with color-coded learning

schedules from well-meaning parents. But they’ve struggled to implement those schedules—partly because the
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tightly structured, time-in-seat approach of traditional schools often has more to do with crowd control than

optimizing learning.

The sudden shift to work-from-home might provide a good kind of disruption, opening up a golden opportunity for

students to engage in authentic, deep learning that is more self-directed, more playful, more aligned with young

students’ development—and much easier for parents to manage than stacks of worksheets.

Read Full Story

M E N TA L  H E A LT H

There’s an App for That—School Counseling and SEL Go Online

From virtual counseling to wellness apps, school districts are increasingly
turning to “telehealth” to meet students’ mental health needs during the
pandemic.
By Nora Fleming

April 10, 2020

It’s a Thursday afternoon and I’m meeting on Zoom with Yafae and Elijah, two Chicago high school sophomores,

and their teacher Melissa Hughes—all of us at home due to coronavirus mandates.
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While teachers and parents around the country fret about the transition to home-based learning during the

pandemic, the boys say that’s not what they’re worried about. They’re thinking about the other impacts of being

home—namely the loss of connections, experiences, and memories made at school.

Read Full Story

L ITERACY

22 YA Novels to Help Students Process the Pandemic (or Forget It for a Bit)

A former school librarian shares recent young adult novels to boost kids’
resilience or give them some laughs. A few dystopian picks may provide
a new perspective on the current situation.
By Terri Grief

April 10, 2020

Teachers often select books for their preteen and teen students that provide windows and mirrors, ways for

students to learn about others or see themselves. In this unprecedented time when students wrestle with the abrupt

changes in routine caused by the coronavirus pandemic, literature is an even more important tool for

contextualizing current events and allowing students to better understand their experiences.

As a former school librarian and past president of the American Association of School Librarians, I have read

thousands of books, including more than 600 young adult books in the last three years alone. These are my best
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suggestions for middle and high school readers in four categories: developing resilience and adaptability,

responding to crisis, finding laughter and fun, and exploring dystopias.

Read Full Story

S O C I A L  A N D  E M OT I O N A L  L E A R N I N G

Learning to Measure the Size of a Problem

When elementary students compare the relative importance of a range of
problems, they learn to take charge of their reactions.
April 10, 2020

Read Full Story

FA M I LY  E N G A G E M E N T

DIY Ways to Meet a Child's Sensory Needs at Home

Occupational therapists and trauma-informed teachers weigh in on how
to create sensory tools and spaces with what you have at home.
By Nora Fleming, Emelina Minero
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April 10, 2020

The coronavirus pandemic has upended all students’ day-to-day routines, but has created particular disruption for

students with special needs, sensory processing disorders, and kids who have experienced trauma who rely on the

structure of school to stay grounded. Creating an at-home sensory space and sensory tools that resemble the

supports students received in school can help kids during this transition, easing them out of a meltdown or giving

them a much-needed break before one starts.

We asked trauma-informed and special education teachers, occupational therapists, and other service providers

for their advice on creating at-home sensory spaces and activities, making sensory tools from common household

items, and the best practices for meeting kids’ sensory needs. We share their recommendations below.

Read Full Story
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