EducationWeek

DigitalVision Vectors/Getty

Student Well-Being

EDITORS NOTE

Student well-being, mental health, and
social-emotional learning are threat-
ened by the ongoing pandemic as well as
natural disasters. In this Spotlight, learn
how educators are teaching SEL skills
during COVID-19, how teachers can help
students grieve from a distance, and how
classrooms can maintain student connec-
tion virtually from six feet apart.
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Teaching the ‘New’ COVID-19 Social-Emotional Skills

By Sarah D. Sparks

earningisasocial activity, but how
can kids learn social skills when
they can’t fully engage in person?
Of'the districts whose reopen-
ing plans Education Week has
analyzed, less than a third plan to include at least
some in-person classes. But their students and
teachers will have to interact with one another
while wearing facial masks and staying six feet
apart to limit the spread of the COVID-19 respira-
tory disease.

Ensuring that students continue to develop
critical social-emotional skills in a socially dis-
tanced world will require administrators and
teachersto notjustrethink existing approachesto
social learning but also teach children to navigate
the new social skills that are needed for life during
the pandemic.

“So much of typical [social-emotional learn-
ing| programs and practices have included a lot
of face-to-face interaction between students
and between students and adults,” said Justina
Schlund, director of field learning for the Col-
laborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning, or CASEL. “It’s being able to work to-
gether closely to solve a problem or to talk about
their emotions and their experiences. So I think
it’s going to require a lot of creativity on the part
of our schools and educators to think about how
they’re communicating SEL during this time.”

Here are some key recommendations for
school and district leaders when planning in-per-
son social learning during the pandemic.

1. Evaluate the risk of keeping (or
changing) existing activities

Research on the coronavirus, which causes
COVID-19, suggests it spreads easily both in the
air and on surfaces. Studies of so-called “super-
spreader” events suggest loud speaking and sing-
ing in enclosed areas increases the risk of trans-
mitting the virus, as well as close contact for 15
minutes or more.

Problematically, personal protective equip-
ment such as facial masks can significantly in-
terfere with students’ ability to engage in social
learning. One new study found: “Covering the
lower half of the face reduces the ability to com-
municate, interpret, and mimic the expressions
of those with whom we interact. Positive emo-
tions become less recognizable, and negative
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emotions are amplified. Emotional mimicry,
contagion, and emotionality in general are re-
duced and (thereby) bonding between teachers
and learners, group cohesion, and learning-of
which emotions are a major driver.”

Teachers and administrators can balance the
need for safety and social engagement by consid-
ering four things: the viral load associated with
an activity, its duration, the educational and so-
cial value of the activity, and the maturity of the
students doing it. For example, loud talking and
singing tend to disperse more viral particles into
the air, while small-group projects conducted
outside can be lower risk. Some common social-
emotional learning activities, such as filling a
“kindness bucket,” in which students write down
good deeds they have done for others, would
change little in a socially distanced classroom.
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Similarly, older grades may have more flex-
ibility in providing students with social activities.

“T think that the hardest part from being in
an elementary school is everything is hands-on
and everything is based off of social interac-
tions,” said Colleen Perry, a coordinator for the
City Connects student support program at Pot-
tenger Elementary in Springfield, Mass. The ma-
jority of students in the Springfield district are
from low-income families. “T feel like in a high
school, youre more aware of your own personal
space; you can socially distance ... whereas in an
elementary school, I get hugged probably 300
timesaday ... and it’s fine, Ilove that, but we can’t
do that right now.”

Even so, high-risk activities can be tweaked to
lower their likelihood of contagion without fun-
damentally changing their value. Studies have
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Recognizing Emotions in Others

Emotional Vocabulary Words

There are many words we can use to tell others how we are feeling. These words
describe our emotions. These emotion words come in five categories. They

are joy, sadness, anger, fear, and disgust. We use these vocabulary words

to describe our feelings so others can help us. These words also help us
understand others. Using the right words to label our feelings helps others

know exactly how we feel.

Recognizing how other people are feeling is important. You need
to be aware of what others around you are feeling. When
you know how others are feeling, you can show them
empathy. Empathy is having similar feelings because
you have been through
= a similar experience.
" Showing empathy
helps you create

To understand how people are
feeling, we follow some steps.

Identifying I
We all need to pay attentit
tell people how we feel. Wi
are happy or sad helps us |
happiness feels like. We ne
how we are feeling, it help
identify our emotions, we (

There are times when we f
have more than one emoti
this way?” Listening to our
to our emotions.

Studies
Weekly

Communicating Emotions

Talking to other people can help you identify how you are feeling. It can also

help people understand how you are feeling. When we understand our own
emotions, we are more kind. We
are also more understanding of
others. You can communicate
how you are feeling with your
body language. You can do
the same with your facial
expressions. You can express
your feelings through emotion
vocabulary words. Using words
to tell others how we are feeling
is the best way to communicate
how we feel.

Emotional
Vocabulary Words

strong friendships.

1.

First, when we talk to others,
we watch their faces and their
body language. We listen to
the tone of their voice.

Next, we infer, or make a
guess, about their feelings
based on what we see
and hear.

. Then, we ask questions. If

you see someone smiling, you
can infer that they are feeling
happy. You could ask them,

“Are you having a good day?”

ANGER

Help Us Describe
Our Feeli happy - excited - ecstatic - overjoyed annoyed - resistant - irritated - boiling
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I think that the hardest
part from being in an
elementary school is
everything is hands-on and
everything is based off of
social interactions.”

COLLEEN PERRY
COORDINATOR, CITY CONNECTS
STUDENT SUPPORT PROGRAM,
POTTENGER ELEMENTARY,
SPRINGFIELD, MASS.

found, for example, that the risk from singing
or talking goes down significantly if people
do so at alower volume. When in-person role-
playing is not safe, virtual social simulation
games—already used to support students
with autism or other challenges with social
interaction—can also be used to help students
practice dealing with social interactions and
resolving conflicts.

2. Identify ways to support
students emotionally at a
distance

Social distancing in and out of schools has
removed traditional ways students and teach-
ers alike relieve stress, so experts say educators
and support staft’ should more actively check
students’ emotional health and teach alterna-
tive methods to cope withisolation and anxiety.

“With elementary school students, they
can’t always communicate how they feel ver-
bally, but you can tell by how they interact with
you physically. Sometimes a kid, if they’re sad,
they’ll come up and hold your hand or they’ll
want to sit next to you, really close, or they’ll
want to hug you,” Perry said. “So it’s just try-
ing to teach them, ‘you can still do that with
your family, but with us, we have to verbally say
things to each other,’ and just trying to teach
kids the words to use.”

Many schools already use so-called “color
checks” to take students’ emotional tempera-
ture: green for alert and ready; yellow for anx-
ious or excited; red for angry; blue for sad, sick,
or tired. In a distanced classroom, teachers

said students need more explicit language and
cues to express how they feel.

Social-emotional learning doesn’t nec-
essarily have to be something that happens
in close proximity to a student, said Nancy
Duchesneau, a SEL researcher for the Educa-
tion Trust. “It can be around expressing that
you care about a student; allowing students to
have opportunities to express themselves, ver-
bally but also in writing assignments that allow
them to show their voice,” she said.

3. Help students adapt to new
social norms

The pandemic has radically changed social
norms in and out of school, and social-emo-
tional learning should help students learn new
skills to navigate interactions.

“It’s still important in this context to think
about how to establish consistency in routines
and schedules, to develop supportive relation-
ships with students and ... to plan opportuni-
ties that are built into the regular academic day
to learn and practice social emotional com-
petency,” said Justina Schlund, the director of
field learning for CASEL.

For example, children in early grades may
not yet have learned to measure distances and
will need more explicit instruction to main-
tain proper distance, such as sitting on pre-
measured carpet pieces or holding a rope with
knots marking safe space.

Incorporating social-emotional instruc-
tion into academic classes can help ground the
lessons, according to Julie Donovan, a super-
vising social worker for the Springfield, Mass.,
public schools. English and language arts
teachers there have adopted a curriculum dur-
ing the closures this spring that embeds social
skills instruction into reading lessons.

“So, they’re explicitly teaching, say, taking
turns, how do you turn and talk to your part-
ner, and modeling that throughout the lesson,
but in the meantime you're also teaching that
objective of the [English language arts|,” she
said.

Teachers and counselors have given stu-
dents a crash course on the new social rules
oflife in a pandemic, from proper spacing and
hand washing to how to adapt normal interac-
tions with friends for the pandemic era.

“T usually do a lesson on proper touching;
you know, not everybody wants a hug, so we
can do a fist bump or we can do an elbow tap
or we can do a high five,” Perry said. “So now,
when we go back to school ... we're just adapt-
ing our lessons so instead of a fist bump, we
candowaving fromadistance oranairhug.” l
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A New Layer of
Trauma for the
Nation’s Children:
Dangerous
Wildfires

By Catherine Gewertz

he coronavirus has shattered

the familiar routines of life and

school for students and teach-

ers across the country, and sub-

jected millions to the stresses of
illness, lost jobs, and isolation. But in 10 Western
states, thousands of children and the adults who
educate themare reeling from yet another layer of
trauma: wildfires.

In some districts, children who'd been
chomping at the bit to see their friends at school
have been told they’ll be stuck at home learning
onacomputer, for the time being. In some places,
schools have shut down entirely, unable to man-
age remote instruction or distribute grab-and-go
meals. Inthe worst cases, families have had to flee
as flames drew too near for comfort. Some have
returned to intact homes; others only to ash and
scattered belongings. Still others are living with
question marks, unable to return home.

Added to the pandemic’s already derailed
sense of normalcy, these new fire-driven dis-
ruptions have experts worried about how much
stress children can handle.

“When it comes to trauma, the old saying,
‘What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, isn’t
true,” said Robin Gurwitch, a professor of psy-
chology at Duke University who studies the effect
of trauma on children. “Tt’s a cumulative impact.”
The more trauma people experience, “the more
at-risk they are for health and mental impacts.”

Laurie Combe, the president of the National
Association of School Nurses, said her members
in wildfire-affected areas are reaching out to
families to check on their health and safety, but
also to connect them with emotional support.
“We're really concerned about the multiplying
effects” of COVID-19 and the wildfires, she said.

Shifting School Plans

A huge swath of the country is contending
with wildfires that could affect school plans.
As of September 14th, 87 large fires chewed
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One child lassoes another at an
evacuation center in Canby, Ore. The
two children are staying in RVs with
their families after leaving their homes
due to the fire danger.

through 4.7 million acres in 10 states, according
to the National Interagency Fire Center. More
than 30 people died, and entire towns have been
decimated. In California, Washington, Oregon,
and Colorado, evacuation orders drove families
from their homes.

The effects of the fires are light in many re-
gions, with only a pale gray haze in the air. Butin
others, that haze has thickened and grown yel-
low or orange, sending air-quality meters into
unhealthy or hazardous territory.

Federal air-quality ratings range from o to
500, with any rating over 150 “unhealthy” or
worse. The air-quality rating in Spokane, Wash.,
near several large fires, hit 499 on Sunday, and
the school district, which planned to offer fami-
lies remote and in-person options, pivoted to
all-remote instruction on Monday. News sites in
Oregon post running lists of schools closing or
shifting to remote instruction because of poor
air quality or other hazardous fire-related condi-
tions. Even some schools that reopened for in-
person instruction decided to restrict children
to indoor-only activities, a difficult decision
when COVID-19 safety measures emphasize
outdoor gathering and good ventilation.

Liz Pray, a school nurse in Moses Lake,
Wash., 175 miles east of Seattle, said poor air
quality led her district to switch from a hybrid
model to all-remote learning on Monday, after
only three days of instruction. But she’s worried
about how she and her colleagues will balance
COVID-19 and wildfire-related health issues
when schools bring students back to campus.

“A lot of our return-to-school plan depends
on open windows, going outside for breaks,”
said Pray, who described the gray sky outside her
office window as “apocalyptic” even though the
closest fire is 100 miles away. The air-quality rat-
ingthere was 300. “We’re going to have to decide
whichis the lesser of two evils: wildfire smoke or
the risk of COVID exposure.”

Pollution from wildfires is risky for children
with asthma and other respiratory ailments and
allergies, and those with cardiovascular prob-
lems, experts said. The American Academy of
Pediatrics has warned that children are more
susceptible than adults to lung damage from
wildfires’ smoky air because their lungs are still
developing and their airways are narrower.

Triggers for Many Children

The effects of the wildfires will touch far more
children than those who must flee their homes, ex-
perts said. Even if they live far from one of the fires,
hearing their parents or teachers talk about the fires,
or seeingimages of charred homes online can upset
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A lot of our return-to-school
plan depends on open
windows, going outside

for breaks. We're going to
have to decide which is the
lesser of two evils: wildfire
smoke or the risk of COVID
exposure.”

LIZ PRAY
SCHOOL NURSE, MOSES LAKE,
WASHINGTON

children, experts said. That’s especially true for chil-
dren who have experienced other wildfires, or pan-
demic-related traumas such aslosing aloved one or
having to move. “Disasters mean there will be trig-
gers,” Gurwitch, the psychology professor, said.

That means parents and teachers can antici-
pate a range of responses in children, from tem-
per tantrums and clinginess in the youngest to
irritability and concentration problems in older
children, she said. And teachers will have to adjust
their expectations, recognizing that students will
not be able to absorb lessons and assignments the
way they usually do.

Melissa Brymer, who studies child trauma as
the director of terrorism and disaster programs
at the National Center for Child Traumatic
Stress, a joint project of Duke University and
the University of California-Los Angeles, said
it’s important for teachers and parents to hold
conversations with children to acknowledge
their worries and correct any misinformation
they might have. Adults canreassure children by
describing the plans they’ve developed to keep
them safe. She also suggested that adults help
children feel more hopeful by doing something
positive, such as writing notes of thanks to fire-
fighters or donating canned food to evacuated
families.

Canceled Instruction

In districts hard-hit by wildfires, those kinds
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of considerations are a long way off. Brent
Barry, the superintendent of the 2,500-stu-
dent Phoenix-Talent school district, 15
miles south of Medford, Ore., said half of
the families he serves and 10 percent of his
staff members have lost their homes to a
fire that ripped through 3,200 acres start-
ing Sept. 8, the day before his schools were
set to reopen. His school buildings, thank-
fully, were spared, but most are without
water and electricity, so they can’t provide
remote instruction, Barry said. Nonethe-
less, the district managed to set up several
meal-service sites, including one in a local
Home Depot parking lot.

“Our role right now is just to meet our
families’ basic needs,” he said.

Three hundred miles to the north,
where a fire has charred 187,000 acres so
far, Oregon’s Santiam Canyon schools had
been set to begin Sept. 10, even as the fire
burned at a safe distance. But the winds
changed that, and the blaze roared down
local streets, forcing families to flee in the
middle of the night. Many have lost their
homes.

“It’s traumatizing, the magnitude of
what’s happened in the blink of an eye,”
Todd Miller, the district’s superinten-
dent, said on a phone call from the cab of
his white Dodge Ram pickup truck. As
he drives the streets, sizing up the dam-
age, he’s got a chainsaw in the back, “just
in case” a charred tree falls and blocks his
way. He was relieved to find all three of his
schools—a K-5, a 6-12, and a brand-new
middle and high school—thick with smoke
inside, but otherwise undamaged.

He’s not sure when he can reopen his
schools, even for remote instruction. Right
now, his focus is on his students and their
families. Some are still fighting to save
their homes or searching for lost loved
ones. Others will return to homes without
power or water, or too smoke-choked to
live in.

“Imjust extremely concerned about my
students’ mental health,” Miller said. “The
COVID crisis alone, that isolation and lack
of structure, the problems kids faced with
abuse or [getting] food, were already huge
challenges. And now we've got most of our
kids with this new traumatic event. It’s a
hard thing to say as a superintendent, but
I told my families, right now school is the
least of your worries.”

Education Weeklibrarian and dataspecialist Maya
Riser-Kositsky contributedresearch forthis story.
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Triaging for Trauma During COVID-19

By Sarah D. Sparks

o say educators should expect
rough emotional weather this fall
isanunderstatement.
Regardless of whether they
return online or in-person, stu-
dents will start school this fall amid a perfect
storm of ongoing trauma: a nationwide pan-
demic, economic instability, and racial unrest
over police killings, as well as months of anxiety
and isolation caused by school and community
shutdowns.

Before the pandemic, federal data suggested
nearly half of all U.S. children had been exposed
to at least one traumatic event, and more than
20 percent had been exposed to several. Stud-
ies from across health and education fields have
found that students who experience sustained
traumatic stress, known as “adverse childhood
experiences,” are more likely to have academic
and behavioral problems in school and cognitive
and emotional difficulties outside of it.

By this summer, more than 3in 4 school social
workers in a national survey reported that a ma-
jority of students at their schools needed serious
mental health supports in the wake of the pan-
demic and school closures.

“We've been told if we do basic [social-emo-
tional learning] for these kids, everything’s going
to be fine. While that may be enough for upper-
middle and upper-class schools, it’s not going to
be true for these schools with major capacity is-
sues,” said study co-author Ron Avi Astor, a pro-
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fessor and chair of social welfare at the University
of California Los Angeles’s graduate school of
education. “Everything we do there may not be
effective if you don't organize and build capacity,
not in a crisis mode ..., but for the long-term, like
youwouldinawar.”

Traditional aspects of trauma-sensitive
instruction—such as using a whole-child ap-
proach, rethinking student discipline and other
policies, and promoting a sense of belonging for
students—had already started to gain traction
among schools before the pandemic. But the new
and disparate contexts for learning this fall will
make it both more challenging and more critical
for teachers to identify and support the students
struggling with toxic stress.

Here are a few ways schools can address stu-
dent trauma as schools reopen.

1. Expect distress, but don't
pathologize students

“T think there’s a danger that schools will
pathologize kids. I think teachers are going to
see a lot more extreme behaviors, but that’s not
necessarily kids experiencing [post-traumatic
stress syndrome],” said Mary Walsh, a professor
of counseling and developmental psychology
at Boston College. “We know all kids are being
affected by the pandemic, this fluid, traumatic
event, but only about a third of kids who experi-
ence trauma develop serious issues that can be-
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come PTSD. If we put the right protective factors
in place, kids have enormous resilience.”

Walsh advised teachers to work this fall with
each other and school counselors and social
workers to review the academic, social-emotion-
al, behavioral, and health status of each student in
theirincoming class.

Online classes may even offer new oppor-
tunities to get a read on students. Some schools
are asking counselors to sit in on academic sub-
ject classes, such as math, to check students’ en-
gagement and emotional temperature while the
teacher focuses on instruction.

Colleen Perry, coordinator of City Connects,
astudent support program, at Pottenger Elemen-
tary in Springfield, Mass., said she and other
school counselors held weekly video conferences
for K-5 students in the spring in which they could
sing and play games with classmates. They plan
to continue this fall.

“It was really nice because we interacted with
students that we normally wouldn’t have inter-
acted with because we never knew that they really
needed as muchinteraction,” she said. “In school,
they were the quiet ones, ones that really weren’t
seen as high-needs kids just because they didn’t
actout in their behavior.”

2. Coordinate holistic supports to
remove sources of toxic stress

The toxic stress that hinders learning and
long-term outcomes often comes not froma one-
off trauma, but from deep, ongoing instability,
particularly relating to a child’s home and family.
In Astor’s survey from earlier this summer, more
than 60 percent of the school social workers also
reported that more than half of students at their
school had “profound, immediate, urgent needs”
related to health problems, food instability, and
individualized student tutoring.

“To do a trauma-informed-care school where
everybody’s focused on great interactions, but
80 percent of your kids are hungry, doesn’t make
sense,” Astor said.

Schools can help to buffer students from
these stressors by coordinating with other agen-
cies and community groups to provide a multi-
tiered system of academic, social, and basic liv-
ing supports. Districts from Bucksport, Maine,
to Los Angeles, Calif,, are connecting students
to online mental health and sometimes school
clinic services.

In Salem, Mass., where a majority of students
are students of color or those from low-income
families, school and city agencies have been
working to create more substantive supports for
vulnerable students. The shutdowns this spring
“exacerbated all the barriers that existed before
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Sources of Traumatic Stress
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for a lot of our kids who have experienced sys-
tematic oppression and injustice,” said Ellen
Wingard, the director of student and family sup-
portat Salem public schools, leaving teachers and
staff concerned about students and families who
were struggling.

The pandemic provided the incentive to get a
long-planned interagency initiative off the ground.
The school district, mayor’s office, local health,
housing and social service agencies, and commu-
nity organizations launched a website and initia-
tive called Salem Together to provide wraparound
supports to children and their families.

“We were able to pretty quickly put into place
aprotocol for all teachers to reach out to their kids
and ask a few simple questions—Are you OK? Do
you need food? What’s going on with your fam-
ily»—and the system could report back to support
staff and all our partners and coordinate a ton of
volunteers ready to help,” Wingard said.

Beyond streamlining help to students, Wing-
ard said the initiative has also provided an outlet
for teachers and the community who wanted to
supporteach other. “It gave us a way to know what
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was going on so we didn’t feel completely help-
less,” she said.

The district is bracing for rising unemploy-
ment and housing instability this fall in addition
to the pandemic, and the district’s leadership
team, principals, assistant principals, and special
education coordinators have been receiving addi-
tional training on trauma-sensitive instruction in
the runup to school restarting in mid-September.

3. Consider unintended
consequences of school policies

Protests this spring and summer for racial jus-
tice following police killings of black people have
reignited concerns about disproportionate disci-
pline practices in schools, as well. A new Educa-
tion Trust study on equity issues in social-emo-
tional development found students and families
of color strongly valued social-emotional devel-
opment in schools but considered school poli-
cies and services to be focused on “fixing” them
rather than supporting them.

Some students of color have already been
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subject to harsh discipline for not fully par-
ticipating in remote learning during the school
shutdown this spring. A 15-year-old Michigan
student was jailed for not completing remote
homework when a judge found that violated her
probation. Education Trust researcher Nancy
Duchesneau, an author of the Education Trust
study, said that while students are less likely to
experience overt exclusionary discipline like
suspensions in an online classroom, teachers
may more easily exclude students they consider
disruptive or overlook those who are not actively
reaching out online.

As school leaders develop policies and norms
for new remote and socially distanced class-
rooms, it is important to build in ways to help
students and families feel safe and respected.
For example, Duchesneau recommended limit-
ing the use of dress codes for home learning, and
suggested allowing students to attend without
broadcasting video, or teaching students how
to set up a virtual screen behind them that can
protect their privacy if they feel uncomfortable

Published May 19, 2020, in Education Week

allowing others to see them or their home envi-
ronments.

4. Promote a sense of belonging

Finding ways to identify and leverage stu-
dents’ strengths rather than deficits can bolster
their resilience to stress.

“Students—and especially students of color
and students from low-income households—
have been stepping up in many ways during this
time: taking on caretaking duties, becoming
more active in protests against police brutality
and racial injustice,” said Duchesneau of Edu-
cation Trust. “Adults in schools really need to
understand that these skills may not present in a
very particular way. If you have a student who has
alot of caretaking duties at home and comes into
school every day, but may miss a homework as-
signment here or there, instead of seeing that stu-
dent as deficient in their self-management skills,
educators should be recognizing that strength.”

To ease anxiety, particularly among stu-
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dents who are unable to see their peers outside
of school, teachers can build in time during re-
mote classes for students to talk to each other or
to share concerns about their lives in and out of
school.

Koslouski worked with Massachusetts el-
ementary teachers last year to create professional
development curriculum and training in trauma-
informed instruction and with administrators
to review school discipline and other policies.
Teachers now are using both online class meet-
ings and parent-only online meetings to provide
strategies on how parents could recognize signs
of trauma and manage their own and their chil-
dren’s stress.

“I think we need to be really clear that what
happens now with regard to our relationships
and social connections can change the brain
and build in resilience for kids,” said Wingard of
Salem public schools. “We're in a place where we
need to empower and acknowledge the incred-
ible strengths of our kids, even the kids who have
experienced trauma.” ll

Helping Students Grieve From a Distance

By Arianna Prothero

hillip Perry was a principal who

lived and breathed his school.

He attended every ballgame and

pep rally at GW. Carver Middle

School. And when his colleague,
Karen Hassell, would visit his building, she radi-
oed for Perry because he was never in his office—
preferring to be in the classrooms and hallways
with students.

Perry died March 31 of COVID-19 at age 49.
His decline was swift, catching students and
teachers at the Waco, Texas, school off guard.

“People were shocked and devastated,” said
Hassell, who works for Transformation Waco,
a school improvement initiative at Carver. “For
students, for many of them, this was probably the
first person they knew to pass away.”

While Perry was new to the job at Carver, hav-
ing started at the beginning of the 2019-20 aca-
demic year, he had deep roots in the community.
He grew up in Waco and worked previously as an
assistant principal in the district.

Now Carver, like dozens of other schools
across the country, is grappling with how to help
students not only say goodbye to beloved educa-

Have teachers in your district received training on
how to talk to students who are grieving the death

of a loved one?

District Leader

Teacher

0 10 20 30 40

50 60 70 80 90 100

@ Responded Yes No

SOURCE: EdWeek Research Center survey, 2020

tors, but also conceptualize the loss.

“We are worried about how [students| will react
when they return to aschool building and they have
anew principal,” said Hassell. “They left for spring
break and they never got to see Mr. Perry again.”

As fatalities from the coronavirus pandemic
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rise, so, too, does the likelihood that schools will
have to confront a death of a staff member, par-
ent, or even a student from COVID-19. Princi-
pals, teachers, and school mental health support
staff face unique challenges in helping students
navigate their grief'and fears in the era of stay-at-
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home orders and social distancing.

Even for a veteran school psychologist like
Benjamin Fernandez, who works for Loudoun
County Public Schoolsin Virginia, and helped his
district respond to the September 11th terrorist
attacks, the pandemic presents new stressors he
is trying to figure out how to respond to. Among
them: simply not having the answers.

“My daughter asked me, what did you do with
your first pandemic?” he recalled. “And I was like,
‘kiddo, this is my first pandemic.”

Novel Virus, Novel Challenges

One of the biggest challenges for educators
is how to memorialize someone who has died
when social distancing rules prevent students
from gathering.

Funerals and other rituals that bring people
together to remember someone are far more than
a formality, they’re an important part of the grief
process and fulfilla deeply human need.

“Now that the funerals are only for immediate
family and they can’t come together, it has made
it incredibly difficult for people in terms of their
grieving response,” said Christina Connolly, the
director of psychological services at Montgomery
County Public Schools in Maryland. “Then you
have the fear of someone [else] dying on top ofit.”

Schools need to have a planin place for honor-
ing a staff member or student who dies, she said.
Otherwise, students may take it upon themselves
to organize their own gathering without taking
proper precautions. Connolly’s district learned
this first-hand.

Shortly after the pandemic closed schools in
Montgomery County, a student died from an un-
related incident, and dozens of grieving friends
gathered in a park, flaunting social distancing
guidelines and the governor’s orders banning large
crowds. Police had to break up the gathering.

Although not the same, virtual memorials
can help fill that need to grieve communally, said
Connolly. Students can make videos honoring a
staffmember’slife.

This can be a stand-in until students and staff
cangather again, said David Schonfeld, the direc-
tor for the National Center for School Crisis and
Bereavement.

Schonfeld, aleading national expert on school
crisis management, said he is getting calls from
school leaders across the country asking how
they should plan to memorialize a deceased staff
member.

“You don’t have to get together and hold up
candles,” said Schonfeld. “You have to just figure
out how to create community. You can do that re-
motely. More formal commemoration can wait.
Those [ceremonies| are to make sure you aren’t
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Now that the funerals

are only for immediate
family and they can’t come
together, it has made it
incredibly difficult for people
in terms of their grieving
response. Then you have the
fear of someone [else] dying
on top of it.”

CHRISTINA CONNOLLY

DIRECTOR OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SERVICES,
MONTGCGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC
SCHOOLS, MARYLAND

forgetting about the person who dies—you won’t
forget. So focus first on the acute grief.”

Educators also need to be prepared for the fact
that school closures may delay students’ ability to
fully process a death in their school community.

Denial is a normal reaction to death, said
Franci Crepeau-Hobson, a professor of school
psychology at the University of Colorado Denver
and a specialist on crisis response and interven-
tion. Because students haven’tbeen in school—or
at least in their school buildings—they may not
fully comprehend the loss of a friend or teacher
until they’re backin their physical classes and that
person s not there.

Educators also need to be on the lookout for
when a healthy grief response veers into some-
thing unhealthy, said Crepeau-Hobson. But that is
much more difficult for teachers and support staft
who are only interacting with students through
video conferencing, phone calls, or emails.

“That’s the crux of the issue—it’s tricky enough
when we've got them around us physically,” Cre-
peau-Hobson said. “The way we go about it in the
school setting is close monitoring and checking
in with the individual but also primary caregivers,
teachers, and other people who know the kiddo.
How do we do that virtually? Frequent contacts
with the family, with the individual. And if you've
got a whole classroom of kids who are impacted
because they lost a teacher, it does mean regular
check-ins with those kids and their families.”

During those check-ins, school personnel
need to be on the lookout for students who “seem
kind of stuck and not starting to move forward
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and learning to live with the loss” said Crepeau-
Hobson. They should pay particular attention to
students who already struggle with depression,
anxiety, suicidal ideation, or a previous loss. While
keeping in mind that the vast majority of students
are going to be fine in the long run, the point to be
concerned, Crepeau-Hobson said, is when the
grief'is long, pervasive, and extreme to where it’s
interfering with a student’s day-to-day functioning
or meeting developmental milestones.

“It’s not a clear black-and-white line in part
because there’s no set grieving period for people,”
she said. “It’s really kind of a judgment call. We
do expect people to be sad and to have difficulty
paying attention. We do expect to see academic
performance drop off.”

But schools must brace for other suffering
unique to a pandemic: that students, at least in
some hard-hit areas, will be coping with several
deaths within their families or school communities.

“Those [deaths|] become more than additive,
they almost multiply each other,” said Schonfeld.
“In some communities, children are experiencing
multiple losses related to the pandemic and that
can be particularly challenging and overwhelm
children because they haven’t processed or coped
with one loss, and then there is another loss,” he
said. In addition: “Children are not just grieving
death, but the loss of stability, safety, and gradua-
tion ... children grieve those other losses as well.”

This can be very difficult for teachers, who
often don’t know what to say to grieving students
because of a lack of training on the issue, said
Schonfeld. A recent Education Week Research
Center survey found that only 29 percent of edu-
cators said that teachers in their district have re-
ceived training on how to talk to students about
the death of aloved one.

‘We Don't Need to Reinvent the
Wheel’

While the coronavirus pandemic is a once-in-
a-century crisis, school leaders are not in entirely
uncharted waters, say experts.

Schonfeld reminds principals and superinten-
dents seeking his advice that many of them have
had to deal with a student or staff death happening
over the summer while students were out of school.
And there’slessons they can draw from that.

For example, it’s important to tell students what
happened quickly before rumors and misinforma-
tion about the death spread, said Schonfeld.

“We don’t need to recreate the wheel here,”
said Fernandez, the psychologist in Virginia.
“What can we do to our current processes so we
can use them remotely?”

Areadingspecialistfor hisdistrict, named Susan
Rokus, died from COVID-19 in late March. She was
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73 years old and the first coronavirus-related
deathinthe area, according to local media.

School and district-based mental health
providers don’t have the same access to
students since school buildings closed in
mid-March, so the district has taken the ap-
proach of “empowering the caregivers,” said
Fernandez, by supplying them with infor-
mational documents on how children and
adolescents grieve.

“The caregiver training was a very spe-
cific training that we had developed and
sent out to families basically helping them
understand the facts,” he said. “Helping
them know what those common reactions
are, across all ages, as well as how to re-
spond. What kind of simple things that fam-
ilies can do to help their child through this
challengingtime and then whento gethelp.”

That approach is especially helpful as
the academic year comes to a close, said Jill
Cook, the assistant director of the Ameri-
can School Counselor Association. Schools
should prepare parents with tools to help
their children over the summer as they be-
come evenmore disconnected from schools,
which are a major source of mental health
support for children in many communities.

“One of the things schools can do as
they begin to wind down here is provide
information and resources to families and
students about coping strategies, about
community resources, if something hap-
pens and they feel like they need more help,”
she said.

Routine is an important source of com-
fort for children in riding out the emotional
turmoil that comes with the death ofaloved
one, and the summer break threatens to up-
end routines even further, she said.

In response to Principal Perry’s death in
Waco, the school offered grief counseling to
students and teachers as it normally would,
just online instead of in-person. School
leadership is working with students to plan
some kind of memorial for Perry.

In the meantime, the school, whose
mascot is a panther, has been using the ta-
gline “paws up for Perry” as it tries to keep
students motivated in their remote learn-
ing. It’s giving students decals with the tag-
line printed across a heart with a pawprint.

“We have tried to keep his spirit alive,”
said Hassell. “T think it’s important to ac-
knowledge that he was a vibrant member
of the school community and that he was
taken from us too soon. We want to honor
what could have been—I think he would
have done great things at Carver.” ll

Taylor Callory for Education Week
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A Back-to-School Plan Built
Around Student Connection

How connection can empaower learners

By Jill Gurtner

eknowthatthereis much

we won't be able to con-

trol this coming school

year. We also know that

this is the world we are
being called to help prepare our young people to
enter. We should be equipping them to build a
more sustainable future, one where the decisions
we make now recognize the value of living beings
for many generations to come. To do so, we must
give our students the safety to connect with each
other and their learning communities—even if
they must do so online.

At my community school, we have chosen
to ground our back-to-school approach in deep,
meaningful connections between students and
staff and root our learning partnerships in the
things that matter most to our learners in their
communities. Our experiences with a learner-
centered, community-grounded approach have
demonstrated that when students develop a
strong sense of identity and agency in one area,
they are able to transfer the strategies they de-
velop to other contexts. This strategy has proven
effective even as the pandemic has challenged it.

This fall, we will keep every student connected
to a small and stable advisory group that serves a
purpose well beyond simply providing a “home
base” and a space for announcements. This struc-
ture gives students a sense of belonging, validation,
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and adeeper understanding of themselves as learn-
ers. It is the place where each individual develops
their sense of self, their strengths, their natural tal-
ents withina group, and their ability to collaborate.

Only by accessing the support of others can
students master the skills to thrive within a di-
verse community. Maintaining this advisory
space through our emergency closing this spring
was a lifeline for many of our learners—students
and adults.

Each student will also join a learning cohort
based in one of two interdisciplinary learning
strands that will integrate English/language arts,
math, science, social studies, wellness, and the
arts. One cohort (Growing Our Futures) will uti-
lize our school garden and a study of philosophy;
the other (Coming of Age) will be grounded in a
study of human relationships and youth agency.

Each strand will have an online course to fos-
ter the predictability and flexibility necessary to
learn, while ensuring that students can success-
fully navigate an online learning environment.
Additionally, each strand will offer students the
opportunity and support to connect—either syn-
chronously online or face to face as we are able—to
their own identity, the experiences of others, and
to a learning community. Together, our students
become better readers, thinkers, designers, com-
municators, and problem-solvers.

In the middle of the summer, I joined a few of
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my colleagues for a “weeding party” in our
school garden. It was the first time Thad seen
and interacted with some of them in a non-
digital formatin months. What ajoy it was to
connect, even at a distance.

As we each worked to cultivate the soil
in our part of the garden, I learned of the ex-
traordinary planning they were doing for the
fall. Each educator had considered the likely
constraints and challenges we all would
face. But they had found purpose in what
mattered most—preparing our students for
therealissues they are facing—and had con-
nected with others to realize this purpose.

Allaround the country, school leaders like
me are creating and updating plans to prepare
for an uncertain school year. Incredible pas-
sion, care, and dedication are going into this
work. And thereis also fear—alot of fear.

Schools all over the country are being
put in truly untenable situations with an
unimaginable amount of responsibility. Be-
cause we all tend to turn to what we know
best in times of uncertainty, we leaders are
often relying on a set of tools that are not
well designed for the current context, and
the stakes are high. I have been a part of
plenty of planning meetings with well-in-
tended leaders driven by fear and limitation
as well, lately.

What a contrast I experienced in that
school garden. Both groups were dealing
with enormous uncertainty and legitimate
fear. Both are made up of intelligent, dedicat-
ed, passionate people who care deeply about
young people. It seems the difference lies in
what is driving the decisions. As humans,
we have both an incredible capacity for fear
and an incredible capacity for creativity. As
educators charged with preparing our young
people for what will surely be a future of con-
tinued uncertainty, we must choose wisely.

By focusing on connections to make
the learning environment “safe enough”
for every learner to engage in the productive
struggle of learning, we are honoring that
the deepest learning is rooted in real-world
challenges. But we must also remember
that it is joy and a sense of belonging that
fuel that productive struggle. Every school
community must foster that safety to allow
for the risk of learning and growth. I am not
sure there is anything more valuable that we
canmodel for our young people. ll

Jill Gurtner is the principal of Clark Street Com-
munity School in Middleton, Wis. She has been a
high school administrator for more than 25 years.
Previously, she taught high school science.
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Here's How to Protect Students’

Mental Health

Research suggests a number of ways to strengthen
those all-important teacher-student relationships

By Heather C. Hill

f the many worries troubling
educators this summer, one of
the most pressing is: How do
we safeguard students’ mental
health as we go back to school?
We know that some students will arrive for the
new school year deeply affected by the COVID-19
pandemic or by ongoing racial injustice in the
United States. Others will simply be distressed by
the “new normal” of school and community life.
Schools can and should screen for and respond
to trauma. But even when trauma is not evident,
students benefit from mental-health protection.
Making sure teachers have strong relationships
with their students provides such protection and
fosters a fertile environment for learning.
Research suggests ways that teachers can
build these important relationships—even virtu-
ally, since we now know that many schools will
start the new school year online. Studies at the
college level indicate that relationship-building in
adigital environment may take extra effort. But it
can be done, and the existing research from face-
to-face settings is a good place to start.
Researchers often characterize teacher-stu-
dent relationships based on:
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o The degree of teacher sensitivity and attun-
ement to children’s needs

o The consistency of teacher-student interac-
tions

o Thelevel of trust between teachers and stu-
dents, and

e The amount of scaffolding the teacher pro-
vides for student academic growth.

Several classroom-observation instruments, in-
cluding the Classroom Assessment Scoring System
(CLASS) and the Culturally Responsive Observa-
tion Protocol (CRIOP), measure these interactions.

Teacher-student interactions matter quite
a bit for a range of student outcomes. Sensitiv-
ity, consistency, trust, and scaffolding support
students’ engagement and effort, more peaceful
relationships with peers, better academic out-
comes, and fewer risk-taking behaviors.

Strong relationships with teachers can be es-
pecially protective for some students. For exam-
ple, relationships with stable, caring adults have
been shown to mitigate the risks of poverty. As
with so many features of American education,
however, the students who most need this re-
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source may not be the ones who most often
get it. In some (but not all) studies, nonwhite
students reported worse teacher-student re-
lationships than white students in the same
school.

Given the importance of teacher-student
relationships, one would expect a robust lit-
erature evaluating programs intended to im-
prove them. This is not the case. A few recent,
high-quality studies do, however, provide evi-
dence for several promising approaches.

One approach focuses on improv-
ing teachers’ own mental health. Matthew
Hirschberg and colleagues at the University
of Wisconsin-Madison found that randomly
assigning a group of aspiring teachers to a
preservice course on mindfulness reduced
those teachers’ implicit bias and fostered
their provision of emotional, instructional,
and organizational support to students.
The 22-hour course emphasized kindness,
compassion, and managing one’s emotions.
Another mindfulness program, CARE for
Teachers, saw similar results.

Still another approach aims to create
emotional bonds between teachers and stu-
dents. A study led by Jason Okonofua at the
University of California, Berkeley, found that
a short course in empathy cut student-sus-
pension rates in half over the school year and
also improved teacher-student relationships
among students who had been previously
suspended. Another study, led by Hunter
Gehlbach, now at Johns Hopkins University,
showed that when high school students and
teachers received information about shared
interests and personality traits, Black and
Latinx students experienced improvements
in end-of-quarter grades. This program draws
from the social-psychology adage “likeness
begets liking” and suggests that simple activi-
ties designed to reveal similarities between
teachers and students may build understand-
ingin classrooms.

None of the above programs teaches
classroom management or pedagogical tech-
niques; instead, they help teachers to process
stressful situations with more ease and to
remain open-minded about and empathetic
toward students.

Another way to address teacher-student
relationships is through directly addressing
pedagogy. My Teaching Partner, a one-to-one
coaching program based at the University
of Virginia, uses self-recorded video and an
observational rubric to help teachers reflect
on teacher-student interactions and plan for
improvements. Evaluations of the secondary
school version of this program have shown

strong impacts on the emotional, instruc-
tional, and organizational support provided
to students, on student engagement, and on
student-test scores. In one study, the program
also eliminated the racial gap in disciplinary
referrals between Black and non-Black stu-
dents.

Culturally responsive pedagogies strongly
emphasize teachers caring for and connect-
ing with students and may be particularly
useful in improving teacher-student relation-
ships. In the Double Check program, also
from the University of Virginia, coaches
helped teachers review and then improve
their use of culturally responsive teaching
practices. As compared with teachers in a
control group, teachers randomly chosen to
receive coaching engaged in more proactive
classroom management, experienced more
cooperation from students, and were less
likely to refer Black students for disciplinary
action.

Schools not able to begin new programs
right now might consider other changes to
classrooms that have shown promise in cor-
relational studies (rather than the more rigor-
ous causal ones). “Looping”—the practice of
keeping students and teachers together for
more than one school year—is one of these.
A correlational study by Brown University re-
searchers found that having a repeat teacher
improved student achievement at all grade
levels and in high school boosted attendance
and reduced disciplinary infractions. On the
other hand, studies also show that in general
teachers are less effective when teaching new
grade-level material, so the decision to loop
might be a difficult one for schools.

Several correlational studies also suggest
theimportance of establishing effective class-
room routines early in the year. Strong class-
room routines may reduce teacher-student
conflict, encourage student engagement, and
enable a caring classroom environment.

In the coming school year, teachers face
monumental challenges, including provid-
ing instruction across a mix of face-to-face,
virtual, and asynchronous settings. Amid the
disruptions almost sure to come, motivating
students to engage and persist—work that
starts with creating trusting relationships—
will be more critical than ever. l

Heather C. Hill is a professor of education at the
Harvard Graduate School of Education and stud-
ies teacher quality, teacher professional learning,
and instructional improvement. Her broader in-
terests include educational policy and social in-
equality.
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First Things
First: Trauma
Sensitivity
Before Initiatives
By Matthew Fleming

t is no secret in public education that

administrators and teachers often

complain about the increasing num-

ber of initiatives. Every year, new ideas

are piled on in order to tackle, and
hopefully mediate, very real challenges and per-
formance issues. And while the list of initiatives
grows longer with each passing season, the list of
successes, for the most part, does not.

The result has been an exponential growth of
new programs, protocols, and projects that are
assigned for every classroom teacher and site ad-
ministrator. For most districts and schools, there
are more options than the average ice cream
shop has flavors, except that educators today are
expected to consume every single one. The re-
sulting malaise of apathy and burnout has been
called “initiative fatigue” (Freedman, 1992). This
term is at least 30 years old and now describes an
entrenched reality for millions of education pro-
fessionals in the United States.

How is it that we find ourselves with so many
initiatives and so little success? Is there some-
thing that is holding our students back despite
our best efforts at applying systemwide, research-
based solutions?

The short answer is that we are facing an epi-
demic. It is not COVID-19, although SARS-COV-2
has not helped, but it is something that is actually
more pervasive and which attacks our students’
bodies and minds with equally devastating results.
In the United States, it is estimated that over half
of children have experienced at least one signifi-
cant trauma in their lives. These events have life-
altering implications, contributing to the anxiety,
depression, and even suicidal ideation well into
adulthood (Filmore, Crouch, 2020).

And while the research into the long-term
mental-health effects upon children is just be-
ginning, the primary instrument used to assess
childhood exposure to trauma was introduced
a quarter of a century ago to identify correlation
between childhood trauma and obesity. Setting
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aside that half of all adolescents are esti-
mated to have at least one mental-health
condition, the top five health risks for
children are all strongly correlated with
the experience of traumatic events. There
is no escaping the fact that childhood
trauma affects every aspect of a person’s
mental and physical health (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2010).

It is no longer a question as to whether
or not our students arrive at the school-
house carrying the baggage of trauma.
They most certainly do. As educators, we
also need to understand what this means.
Several studies in the last decade have
shown that the experience of adverse childhood
experiences does exceptional damage to cogni-
tive function. And the more trauma experienced,
the greater the deficits in learning (Blodgett, &
Lanigan, 2018). Some studies now indicate that
slightly more than 1in 5 American children has
experienced three or more major life traumas
before the age of 17 (Bethell, Newacheck, Hawes,
& Halfon, 2014). Yet most of these students will
not be assessed, nor will they receive any thera-
peutic interventions. The result is impaired cog-
nitive function and increased barriers to learning
across all academic disciplines.

What then are we to do? Most school systems
rely upon parents and teachers to report when
students are experiencing learning deficits. Our
experience shows us that this is inadequate.
Children who carry the effects of trauma may
present with obvious behavioral issues or as if
they have severe learning disabilities, while oth-
ers may be largely successful. A child who has
experienced poverty, food insecurity, and neglect
from infancy may have missed critical stages
in language development, which will hamper
their ability to comprehend academic writing.
Many times, teachers, parents, and the students
themselves struggle to understand why they are
experiencing difficulty. That’s the way it works
with trauma. Trauma affects mental processes
and functions that are unseen, often guarded by
a sense of shame and guilt. And it can take years
to unravel the complex wounding given the best-
case scenario.

Ifwe continue merely toadd moreideasand pro-
grams to our instructional models and strategies,
we will continue to miss this point. Many states,
like mine, require that our instructional models
be research-based. But what does that mean, re-
ally? Presumably, these practices showed promise
with certain, carefully selected sample groups of
students and teachers. The parameters of the stud-
ies were clear and inviolable. But, for the most part,
these studies ignored the messiness of such things
as trauma exposure. Again, several studies have
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indicated that exposure to three or more of these
adverse childhood experiences is significantly cor-
related to issues with concentration, language pro-
cessing, school engagement, and overall academic
success (Bethell, et al., 2014; Blodgett, & Lanigan,
2018). When a student’s memories of trauma are
triggered, the primary centers of language and visu-
al processing are aftected. How then can we expect
traumatized children to respond to instruction that
has been developed for those who do not experi-
ence such disruption?

The heart of the matter

We spend a great deal of time and treasure
attempting to improve instruction. Most of us
could easily develop alist of 5-6 initiatives that our
system expects us to use. I came up with seven off
the top of my head while writing this. I get it, we
need to address the specific learning needs of
English-language learners and students with dis-
abilities. Cultural understanding is crucial in our
schools. But, what if we truly made mental health
and healing of childhood trauma a priority?

Most of the schools where I have worked of-
fered minimal mental-health support. When I
was an elementary principal with nearly 1,000
students, we had to share a therapist with several
other schools. Think back to the statistics I men-
tioned. If they stayed true with my school, then
there were more than 200 students with signifi-
cant trauma. Does that sound like a reasonable
caseload for one therapist?

Consider this: New research into positive
childhood experiences suggests that therapeutic
intervention improves the traumatized child’s
situation dramatically. Where a child with sig-
nificant adverse experiences has a greater risk
for almost every negative outcome from prison
to premature death, those for whom positive
experiences are created are more likely to thrive
and reduce the trend, even if their environment
continues to present adversity (Crandall, Miller,
Cheung, Novilla, Glade, Novilla, Magnusson,
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Leavitt, Barnes, & Hanson, 2019).

We are in the midst of a crisis that is
in reality an enormous opportunity. Even
though trauma is pervasive and creates
enormous challenges for our students, we
might be able to change things if we are
willing to shift our resources strategically
and develop partnerships with mental-
health resources in our communities.

Will addressing trauma be the “silver
bullet” that solves all of our achievement
woes? Probably not. But, I must ask, would
we ignore any other problem that affected
more than half of our students this way? We
would fight with everything we had to re-
move anything that created such abarrier tolearn-
ing for so many children. Yes. Costis afactor. Butit
is past time to look for creative solutions.

I encourage you to listen to the stories our
students have to tell. We might well discover that
what preoccupies their daily thoughts is not what
we are thinking about when we come to work in
the morning.

We can always do more. l

Peter DeWitt is a former K-5 public school principal
turned author, presenter, and independent consultant
who provides insights and advice for education leaders.
This guest blog was written by Matthew Fleming, an ad-
ministrator from the central coast of California who has
almost three decades of experience as ateacher and prin-
cipal at the elementary, middle, and high school levels.
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