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Abstract 

Through the hardships and struggles of teaching during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic at the 

dual enrollment and high school levels, we have faced several challenges with virtual teaching 

that have required ongoing adjustments and adaptations. Through these academic and non-

academic struggles, we gathered information and resources that assist us in creating conducive 

virtual learning environments. We write to reflect and share our experiences of blending 

techniques borrowed from Jennifer Gonzalez’s (2020) podcasts, the activity “burn 5 minutes” 

designed by Michael Kay (2018), and bell hooks’s (2013) theory of love. Having these strategies 

in our pedagogical toolbox made it easier to build the plane in the middle of the flight and to 

teach during the ravages of COVID-19. Finally, we acknowledge that some of what we learned 

to do during COVID as part of adaptive teaching will continue to assist us in meeting needs that 

were present all along. The merger of home and school/work spaces turned out to be a positive 

catalyst for positive educational changes in our classrooms. 
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Reflections, Lessons, and Growth Through Teaching During COVID 

In the beginning of October 2020, we were asked to reflect on our experiences teaching 

in the age of COVID-19. We considered our perspective on the topic unique because we are 

students and educators with a vantage point of virtual learning from both sides of the 

synchronous classroom. As PhD students, we understand the challenge of focusing on class 

when home distractions make it hard to watch a video, to take lecture notes, and to play 

microphone double-Dutch with our classmates as we wait for a chance to jump-in. As educators, 

we understand the challenges of maintaining students’ focus during lectures and videos: 

struggling to draw them into a discussion while also asking them to keep their microphones 

silent and fighting to limit distractions from our home environments (i.e., family, dogs, traffic, 

neighbors, and phone rings) while teaching. Our two-sided vantage point is the focus of this 

reflective article. 

We write to reflect and share our experiences and to apply theories that explain, validate, 

adjust, and direct our pedagogical navigation through virtual learning spaces in the age of 

COVID-19. In these unprecedented times, no one knew what to do; we learned as we went. A 

common expression in our community is that following COVID-19, guidelines are akin to 

building an airplane during a flight: An impossible task, yet an accurate analogy for managing 

numerous instructional directives issued by multiple educational institutions, whose directives 

changed every two weeks on average. As teachers, the authors found nearly identical similarities 

between secondary and post-secondary pandemic challenges. Although one of us teaches 

children and the other adults, we found that our students struggled emotionally, financially, 

academically, and psychologically just the same. Living in a large metropolitan area, our 

students were amongst the first groups of Americans to lose jobs, lose access to computers and 
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internet services, lose childcare services, and slide farther down the marginalization meter. We 

begin our reflection with a description of where we started in the pandemic and then describe 

what we learned while adapting our teaching. Finally, we offer suggestions on how these lessons 

can inform future teaching beyond the pandemic.  

Where We Started 

Mawusi: The beginning of 2020 started like many other new years. I made arbitrary resolutions, 

registered for a few professional development conferences, saved-the-date for graduations and 

weddings, intentionally enrolled in in-seat PhD courses at Georgia State University (GSU) 

because I learn better in-person, and expected the year to look like many others. By early 

February, I began hearing more about another virus in a foreign land, and like all the viruses that 

have come and gone during my lifetime, I thought this virus would soon disappear from the 

news. I was wrong!  

Mid-March 2020, everything changed. The first impact COVID-19 had on my life was 

the cancellations of a few conferences. Within two weeks, the school where I am a student and 

the schools where I teach had shut their doors, telling everyone to wait for further instructions. 

Initially the stay-in-place (official and unofficial orders) felt like a surprise staycation. I binge 

watched Netflix, worked on some chores, slept in, tried new recipes, and chilled at home. My 

first reality check of the severity of the situation began when the institutions where I am a 

student and a teacher announced that classes would go remote and unauthorized personnel were 

not allowed on their campuses. Within days, Metro Atlanta looked like a ghost town. 

 The first month of the national shutdown scared me. Lies and truths about COVID-19 

were intermingled on the news and social media outlets. I did not know who to listen to or who 

to trust. On April 3, 2020, Georgia Governor Brian Kemp declared an official statewide 
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shutdown. Within one month, many homes had morphed into places for work, school, 

entertainment, and spiritual healing or spiritual breakdown. The days became indistinctive, day 

and night lost significance, and sense of productivity was lost. I was harsh on myself for feeling 

“lazy.” Then one day a little more than a month into synchronous virtual learning, a GSU 

professor put aside the academics, the readings, and the homework to ask the class, “How are 

you feeling?” She was what I would call a Godsend for what I didn’t know I needed. 

 Dr. Godsend opened the door for a pseudo-therapy session in school. I decided to follow 

her example in my own teaching. My new purpose would be acknowledging that my students 

were going through the same fears, uncertainty, confusion, and mental anguish that I was. The 

next week, I asked my students the same question. They opened up! We opened up! I learned 

that a majority of my students, including those with dual enrollment, are essential workers who 

risked their lives and the lives of their family members to work. Several of them have, like me, 

had family members who contracted the virus. A few of the students were at high risk of dying if 

they were to contract the virus. Converting the synchronous academic learning environment into 

a pseudo-therapy learning environment was life-changing. I had never been so personable with 

my students during the thirteen years of my teaching. I shared my fears, uncertainties, 

confusions, and mental anguishes with them. Some of them shared their faith and some did not. 

In accordance with academic professional conduct, I did not share my personal faith. We all 

shared positivity and unity to live, learn, and laugh during each virtual class. Laughing became 

more educational than testing, reading, and lecturing; laughing reduced anxiety. Academic rigor 

is very important to me, but rigid lesson plans, high stakes testing, and teacher-focused lecturing 

do not produce learning when students are fearful of who will live or die. 
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Alex: As a high school teacher, I often come to school prepped with the “anything can happen'' 

mindset. I’ve learned throughout the years that lessons often do not go exactly as planned, there 

will always be extra curve balls thrown at you at the last minute from administrators, fellow 

teachers, students, and parents, yet you are still responsible for creating and maintaining an 

atmosphere for your students that is safe, respectful, and conducive to learning. As is true for 

many teachers, throughout my career, I have mastered the arts of multi-tasking and adapting to 

stressful situations, the ability to think on my toes and make quick decisions. However, when I 

was pulled into a department chair meeting on March 12th during 6th period with the 

announcement, “get with your departments, make sure they are ready to hand out plans and 

instructions to students tomorrow in case we don’t come back to school for a couple of weeks,” I 

was completely blindsided. I wasn’t ignorant of what was going on around me: I had heard about 

the virus that had made its way into the U.S. However, it wasn’t in the forefront of my day-to-

day life, and as a full-time teacher, department chair, coach, and PhD student, if it isn’t in the 

forefront of my day-to-day-life, I don’t spend a lot of energy thinking about it. So on Friday 

afternoon, I packed up every single piece of teaching equipment from my classroom that I 

thought I might need for two weeks, including my Hovercam, my slate, and every textbook I 

owned (four bags worth), and overnight, my fellow teachers and I became much more familiar 

with our online learning platform. We were throwing lessons online as quickly as possible, 

dividing and conquering when able, and ending our days in utter and complete mental 

exhaustion.  

At GSU, my professors were having to make many of the same overnight adjustments. 

Luckily, my classes were meeting synchronously, and as a group, my classmates and I were 

supporting each other from afar even while reading, discussing, and continuing on with our 
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growth in Mathematics in the Postmodern Era. Having previously taken online courses, I found it 

a less severe adjustment for me as a student. I certainly missed the in-person interactions and 

communication, but I still felt as though we were creating an atmosphere of intellectual 

discussion even while making swift adjustments to online presentation platforms.  

On the flip side, with my own students, I was feeling the stress of a dozen questions. How 

do I make sure what I’m doing is making sense for my kids? How do I make it accessible for all 

students? How is it possible that the 20-minute video I just recorded is saving as completely 

blank? How long am I going to have to do this? I was confused about how I was staying at home 

all day, yet at the end of each “work day,” which sometimes went as late as 7 PM, I was left 

feeling like I had been hit by a truck. Then the extensions began: “At least two more weeks,” 

“Maybe we’ll go back after Spring Break,” “Buckle up to do this for the rest of the school year.” 

Then the conversation turned to “What does August look like?” 

Surviving through May of 2020 was the most difficult part of my teaching career. 

Luckily, between May and August, I was able to take a breath and to reflect upon what worked 

and what did not work. I could discern between the helpful tools that had been thrown at me, and 

the time sinks that were really only “helpful” in theory. I could move forward into the fall with 

still more questions than answers but with a much deeper teaching toolbox than I had packed up 

with me on March 13th.  

What We’ve Learned 

 Through the hardships and struggles of our 2020 teaching, difficulties with virtual 

teaching have required adjustments and adaptations. Through these struggles, we have continued 

to learn strategies as we went and to gather resources that assist us in creating a conducive virtual 
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learning environment. In this section, we discuss some of the strategies that we have found to be 

successful for virtual and distance teaching. 

One struggle has been maintaining student engagement via virtual platforms. The 

asynchronous and virtual aspect of teaching during COVID-19 meant that high school students 

often struggled with maintaining a school schedule enabling them to engage in the material with 

interest. Connectivity issues, individualized needs, distractions, and scheduling changes created 

by quarantines complicated students’ ability to remain active and engaged in lessons. However, 

over time we found that adopting a few strategies often led to success in countering these 

challenges. They include intentionality in organization, streamlining and adapting videos, virtual 

collaboration, virtual parental engagement, and caring for the whole student. 

Emphasize Organization and Structure 

To enable teachers and parents to support student engagement, Gonazalez (2020) 

recommends the following: (1) finding a quiet, productive environment designated for “school 

hours,” (2) removing any distractions that would interfere with productive learning and 

engagement (television, cell phones), and (3) encouraging similar routines and structures that 

successful students adhere to when reporting to school. Students should “get ready” for school as 

if they were going to the building to help maintain consistency. Virtual classrooms alter our 

sense of time, and the transitions of a daily schedule are blurred. Working from home removes 

the commute from home to school, hearing the bell, walking from class to class, anticipating 

lunch, and commuting back home from school. Maintaining the routines of getting ready for 

school, taking small breaks, setting a schedule, and designating a separate workspace are some of 

the procedures that students have told us worked well for them. 
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Another important strategy we have found to be successful is setting clear expectations 

with our students. However, in order for students to be able to meet expectations, they must 

understand what is being asked of them and what it means to be successful in a virtual learning 

platform. To assist with organization and clearly expressing expectations to students, we utilized 

consistent, user-friendly formats for students to follow along with in regards to lesson planning 

or preparing for the week. We have found it important that these heuristics are well-organized, 

easy to access, and detailed enough to enable students to properly plan their week. In the virtual 

classroom, accessibility is key. However, it can be exhausting to continuously monitor emails, 

remind app messages, and other forms of communication with students and parents and 

colleagues. To help streamline communication, we created specific office hours for students. 

This helped set boundaries while also providing clear expectations for students, thereby relieving 

stress on both sides. Throughout COVID, we have extended helping hands to our students, 

sometimes requiring multiple attempts, without giving up on them. It has been important to 

maintain patience, to forgive ourselves if we get off track, and to let our students know we are 

adjusting too. 

Streamlining Videos 

We have both used either live or pre-recorded videos in our classrooms to deliver content 

and information. When creating videos, we found the following advice beneficial: 

● Keeping screencast videos short in order to maintain student engagement. According 

to Farah (2020), the ideal time for high school students is around 6 minutes. Breaking 

longer videos up into smaller ones that cover shorter topics seemed to make the material 

more manageable and less overwhelming for students. 
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● Using visuals to engage the audience. Images in presentations or videos can captivate 

the audience more than a presentation filled with nothing but text. This also provided us 

with an opportunity to refer to diagrams throughout our videos. 

● Engaging with students during live lessons. Randomly calling on students frequently 

led to more student engagement. The use of non-verbal tools in Zoom were also helpful, 

allowing students to provide feedback easily (“Tips and Tricks for Teachers Educating on 

Zoom”, 2020).  

● Recording live videos. Video recordings are useful for students who are absent as well 

as for those who simply want to rewatch or review the material. Making these videos 

available helped enable in-person students, as well as those learning virtually, to benefit 

from the recorded videos.  

When Possible, Collaborate 

Given the amount of time it takes to transfer a course successfully to an online platform, 

we found it important to share the workload when possible. Jennifer Gonzalez (2020b), an 

education blogger, claims that collaborating virtually may be easier than it is in person. She 

explains, “Our schedules and time constraints that we may have had before will come down. We 

may have more opportunities to partner with people that we didn’t have the time or the space to 

be able to do that before” (2020b). We have learned that by sharing resources or creating banks 

of technology tools that build each other’s toolboxes, teachers can weather the storm stronger as 

a collective whole. Even when team teaching was not an option, creating opportunities for 

meetings that enabled sharing and the exchange of lesson plans, strategies, and material was still 

possible in the virtual teaching world.  
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Keeping Parents Engaged 

With distanced learning, parents headed into a realm of educational involvement that 

many of them had not previously been. McCarthy and Wolfe (2020) summarize,  

[W]hen students are learning at home, ideally parents work in tandem with teachers to 

motivate students, organize and structure the home learning environment, and in some 

cases act as an instructor to support students’ learning. In cases where parents have 

multiple students, and students with disabilities, coordination and planning needs to go 

beyond a single teacher or classroom to involve teachers and specialists, often across 

schools. Equipping parents with tools and strategies to create an effective home learning 

environment is shown to improve student engagement in online learning. (p.7) 

We have found that keeping parents informed has been vital for student success. According to 

Gonazlez (2020), some strategies for keeping parents engaged in communication include 

establishing a consistent location and predictable schedule for sharing information, setting clear 

expectations and boundaries for communication, creating a backup plan for off-hours and tech 

support, and providing parent tech training. We intentionally implemented these strategies, 

which Gonazlez (2020) clearly categorized and defined. 

Bringing the Focus Back to Student Needs 

As teachers, we have found it extremely important to remain cognizant that we must 

continuously bring the focus back to caring for the whole student. According to hooks (2013), 

love is a combination of five factors: “care, commitment, knowledge, responsibility, and trust” 

(p. 195). If bell hooks’s practice of love is powerful enough to combat hate (e.g., racism, sexism, 

etc.), we have found it also powerful enough to help uplift COVID challenges in the classroom. 

Additionally, in his book Not Light, But Fire, Matthew Kay (2018) provides strategies for 
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building a community of trust in the classroom so that conversations about race, as well as other 

topics, can occur in a safe space. One of the activities Kay discusses is the burn 5 minutes 

activity, where 5 minutes are spent at the beginning of class to talk with students about non-

content related topics. We combined Kay’s (2018) burn 5 minutes activity with hooks’s five 

factors of Love to inform our praxis. We will now describe how elements of Kay’s Burn 5 

minutes activity can be applied to each of hooks’s (2013) factors of love.  

1. Care: Kay’s (2018) burn 5 minutes activity may help build a classroom of care for two 

reasons: “First, to acknowledge that students are thinking people who hold opinions 

independent of [our] curriculum. Second, to show that [we] do too” (Kay, 2018, p. 30). 

hooks’s (2013) love factor, care, applies to Kay’s (2018) activity because five minutes 

showing we care in the classroom helps students understand that we value their opinions 

of the world, home, community, media, and so on. For a guaranteed five minutes, the 

instructor does not deliver information for students to receive, and all members of the 

classroom have an equal voice. 

2. Commitment: “[The five minutes] time commitment is minimal, until one steps back and 

considers that five minutes a day becomes nearly two hours of informal chatter over the 

course of a month” (Kay, 2018, p. 31). Committing precious class time for informal 

chatter connects hooks’s theory and Kay’s activity. A loving commitment to daily 

informal time to chat turns love into an activity. When students come to depend on the 

instructor’s commitment into their wellbeing, they feel love. 

3. Knowledge: “[The instructor shows] them that [they] find [the students] worthy enough 

to warrant five minutes speaking as equals” (Kay, 2018, p. 31). Respecting other’s 

knowledge of the world is an act of love. Sometimes five minutes of asking students what 



Kambui Pierre & Starke  TEACHING DURING COVID 

22 

 

they know values their intellect and says your knowledge is valued here. hooks’s theory 

and Kay’s activity link hand-in-hand in knowledge and time to share one’s knowledge. 

4. Responsibility: “When [the instructor opens] up class with these conversations, just about 

every day, [she/he/they] acknowledge that neither student nor teacher powers down when 

we leave the classroom” (Kay, 2018, p. 31). Recognizing that our students learn within 

and without a classroom, we can ask them to be responsible learners. A question we used 

that bonded hooks’s theory and Kay’s activity is What did you do after class? As 

responsible instructors, we use the students’ answers to connect and relate each student to 

the course material. Students are more likely to become responsible learners when they 

connect and relate with the course material. 

5. Trust: Kay (2018) explains, “This banking of conversational democracy buttresses all 

other classroom dialogue–students can take more risks, and our classroom culture can 

survive more mistakes, because students are less likely to consider our respect for their 

opinions either disingenuous or capricious” (p. 31). By trusting our students’ opinions, 

knowledge and decision-making, we can create relational trust with our students. In our 

opinion, Trust is the greatest factor of hooks’s love theory. Kay’s activity asked us to risk 

exposing ourselves and ask students to expose themselves to build trust between us all. 

Implementing Kay’s activity in the classroom created an atmosphere where students feel 

more comfortable opening up to their teachers and peers, and this small activity is flexible. For 

instance, we extended the five minutes and set aside a full class to create a Wellness Day. 

Wellness days require more management of students’ sharing for emotional safety. We found it 

important to repeat often to our students that we are not professional or licensed counselors and 

are ill-equipped to clinically treat students’ emotional or mental needs. However, we explained 
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that we can be the catalyst for beginning the healing process and refer students to professional 

agencies that can help. We can: 

1. Encourage students to use the classroom, peers, and instructors to vent and celebrate 

life.  

2. Initiate conversational democracy to encourage students to do the same. 

3. Hopefully take on the role of facilitator within student discussions and balance the 

energy of the room.  

Surrendering the classroom floor over to students is also important for one-on-one 

sessions. Students seem to work better when they know the instructor is invested in their 

wellbeing and is able to take the time to address the needs of their students. Prior to COVID, 

students were able to walk in an open classroom door for one-on-one chatter and connection with 

the instructor. In the era of COVID, we no longer had an open door. Instead, we replaced it with 

remote forms of “open door.” Digital-Doors are open via Google Voice lines, phone apps (i.e., 

Remind), Microsoft Teams, and Zoom. These platforms offer ways to interact that are closer to 

human connection than emails. Of course, nothing fully replaces the pedagogical advantages and 

strength of human contact. However, we can fortunately come close by opening these digital 

doors. 

Open doors only work when students know they have permission to enter the room. We 

have found that giving permission to our students to contact us outside of class time comes with 

a need for boundaries, which every healthy relationship requires. By setting online boundaries 

that our students respect, we provided support for our students while still taking care of 

ourselves. Some other policies we set to establish boundaries included setting a dress code for 

video calls, agreeing not to record discussions of grades or topics that could violate Family 
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Educational Rights and Privacy Act (2020), and answering emails within a timely manner. It was 

important to us to clearly emphasize that although COVID-19 forced us to communicate from 

home, institutional policies and rules still apply. 

Where We Go Next 

As we reflect on the 2020/2021 school year, we are beginning to understand the long-

lasting value in the lessons learned and unlikely community building COVID-19 forced upon us. 

Each day that we moved forward shed light on new opportunities for growth. As we continued to 

adjust, re-align, and edit lessons, we found opportunities to develop new and stronger teaching 

strategies on a plethora of platforms. However, some of the lessons learned during the pandemic 

will forever influence the way we teach because they fulfilled needs that were present long 

before COVID. We intend to continue these practices to inform our teaching moving forward. 

Below are some of the strategies that we learned during the pandemic that we think are important 

to continue as we move past COVID-19 as educators.  

1. Using Zoom or other video conferencing platforms as an option for parent meetings. 

By using virtual meeting options, as well as face to face meeting options, parents with 

busy schedules might be able to attend more meetings and remain more informed about 

what is happening at their child’s school. These virtual meeting platforms might also be 

beneficial for large departments that are trying to fit meetings into busy schedules.  

2. Recording videos that review content. After putting so many recorded lessons online 

for virtual students, we received feedback from many students who used the videos 

posted online despite attending classes in person. These videos allowed students who 

struggled to understand a concept an opportunity to review the content on their own, 

playing it back multiple times as study tools. 
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3. Wellness Check-ins. Once the pandemic is behind us, students will still have voices, 

opinions, viewpoints, and challenges. Beyond the pandemic, student voices may still be 

valued and respected, and teachers may continue to assist students with challenges that 

arise in their individual lives. Wellness check-ins will continue to be an essential part of 

educating the whole student, providing an opportunity to engage with students about 

what is going on in their lives outside of academics.  

4. LOVE for Students. Several of our students have lost someone in their lives to COVID. 

The pandemic taught us that loving our students is a greater education than any text could 

share. Love for students is a greater pedagogy than any curriculum. 

2020 proved that learning can survive outside the classroom and served as a reminder that our 

students’ home lives are never left at home. They always bring it with them. COVID-19 forced 

schools into students’ and teachers’ home environments, and COVID-19 has given us the skills 

and strategies to strengthen the link between school and home and to better meet the needs of our 

students beyond the pandemic. 
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