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It’s the final week of March. We are 
doing our best to get a rhythm with 
“remote learning.” The city has prom-
ised wi-fi enabled iPads that will al-
leviate the opportunity gap, and some 
students have received them, but 
many are still communicating with 
teachers via cell phone.

I have called all 110 of my eighth-
graders at least once. The 27 families 
in my homeroom are now frequently 
used contacts in my phone. We have 
a rapport, via phone. Some families 
like to chat about the kids’ sadness, 
others about their own disappoint-
ment for canceled events and sources 
of income.

The phone being my primary 
mode of contact doesn’t feel great for 
my work-life balance, but this is an 
emergency. By now my roles as litera-
cy instructor and history educator are 
null. My job is to stay in contact with 
my kids. To make sure they are safe 
and healthy. That was always part of 
the job, but now I’m dependent on all 
of our cell phones working.

 It’s the last week of March, and af-
ter weeks of calling dozens of families  
every day, there is a glaring gap in my 
work: Haleema still hasn’t logged on 

ally? No one. We would be the first. 
One month after hearing the de-

cision, I think I’m still reimagining. 
What do I want out of my hgse expe-
rience? What will it look like for me? 
It’s hard to ground myself and plant 
my feet in an answer, when it feels 
like the ground is still being built. I’m 
making decisions on leaps of faith and 
hope, and it’s scary. 

Every decision I have to make right 
now feels like opening a war field in 
my brain. I’ll have a question, no-
where to get an answer, so both sides 
battle it out, and at the end of it all, I 
still have no answer. 

“Should I move to Boston?” “Will 
proximity to the campus lead to more 
opportunities or possible in-person 
meetups?” “Most of the jobs posted 
on the Hub are in Boston.” “Plenty 
of people are still making the move.” 
“But wait, it’s a global pandemic. Mov-
ing isn’t safe.” “Why risk being quar-
antined in a city without your family?” 
“Full time or part time?” “Dive-in 
heads first, go all-in, and be a full-
time online Ed.M. student. Why not? 
That was the original plan and you 
can make the most out of this!” “But I 
could also be a part-time student, con-
tinue to have income, and at least hope 
for the possibility of a real graduation 
in 2022.”

It’s exhausting.
I’m exhausted. 
I feel like a machine having to re-

calibrate to stay on track every time 
something new pops up. 

I would love to say I have a final de-
cision, but I don’t. I’m practicing grace 
and adding the word flexibility to my 
vision board. As I continue to reimag-
ine, I know I’ll keep the promise to 
myself to be a Harvard graduate stu-
dent. Whether full time or part time, 
in Boston or not, I’ll get the degree. It’s 
my hope that even remotely, I’ll have 
a great year, and I’ll be set up for my 
next steps in life as I initially planned. 
MCKENZIE PARKINS SERVED AS A SPECIAL 
EDUCATOR, YOUTH ADVOCATE, AND COM-
MUNITY ORGANIZER IN NEW ORLEANS FOR 
FIVE YEARS AND FOUND JOY IN EMPOWER-
ING YOUTH TO USE THEIR VOICE THROUGH 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT. SHE DECIDED TO STAY 
IN GEORGIA AFTER ALL AND ATTEND THE 
ED SCHOOL AS A FULL-TIME STUDENT. SHE 
PLANS TO STUDY IN ATLANTA UNTIL DECEM-
BER, AND THEN MOVE TO THE DMV AREA IN 
JANUARY TO MEET AND STUDY WITH HER 
NEWBORN NEPHEW.

“My job is to stay in contact 
with my kids. To make sure 

they are safe and healthy. That 
was always part of the job,  

but now I’m dependent on all  
of our cell phones working.”

Svati Mariam Lelyveld, 
Ed.M.’12
E I G H T H - G R A D E  S O C I A L  
S T U D I E S  T E A C H E R

B R O N X  S C H O O L  O F  Y O U N G  
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parents are asking for help with gro-
ceries. Some say they already receive 
one form of food assistance, but it’s 
not enough. With so many undocu-
mented workers losing their jobs, 
more families are sharing already 
strained resources.

Before March 2020, parents had 
made quick trips to the Caribbean, 
Central America, and Africa, to visit 
loved ones, say goodbye to elderly gen-
erations, check on family members or 
homes. All things that immigrants do. 
But now, with lockdowns, restrictions, 
loss of income, they can’t come home 
to New York City. Cell phones are go-
ing out of service. A child who was su-
pervised by an older sibling or neigh-
bor for two weeks is now going on the 
second month without a parent in the 
house. The students complain of sleep 
deprivation, inactivity, depression.

The stress is showing on the chil-
dren. In our Friday social-emotional 
check ins, they express hopelessness, 
sadness, and fear for family members 
who keep our city going as unprotect-
ed essential workers. We do our best to 
continue supporting students through 
the summer months, connecting fam-
ilies with food pantries and other pub-
lic health resources. Even as New York 
City has begun a slow re-opening, the 
outlook for many families has not im-
proved, as most jobs and community 
resources are still closed.

It’s now the end of July, and I’m still 
in regular contact with half a dozen 
of my homeroom students, sharing 
income and education opportuni-
ties as text messages, and admiring 
their tech savvy emojis and gifs. The 
resilience of systemically under re-
sourced communities is not magic, or 
even luck — it is the power of continu-
ous collective care. And cell phone 
continues to be our primary mode of 
communication and connection.

 
SVATI MARIAM LELYVELD BELIEVES THAT 
BASIC HUMAN RIGHTS, FOOD, CLOTHING, 
SHELTER, AND MEDICINE ARE NECESSARY 
PREREQUISITES FOR AN ADEQUATE EDUCA-
TION. SHE IS VERY PROUD OF THE STUDENTS 
WHO HAVE MADE ACADEMIC PROGRESS AS 
THEY CONTINUE TO LEARN ABOUT AND AD-
VOCATE FOR THEIR BASIC HUMAN RIGHTS. 

WATCH A PANEL DISCUSSION ON SCHOOL-
FAMILY PARTNERSHIPS IN A PANDEMIC THAT 
INCLUDED LELYVELD: GSE.HARVARD.EDU/ED

An uncle called me in response 
to the text message. Grateful to be in 
contact with him, I implored, “I must 
make sure Haleema is okay. Please 
ask her mother to call me.” Within the 
hour, I received a phone call from Hal-
eema’s mother. She didn’t know why I 
didn’t have her cell phone number, but 
in any case, she has been laid off and is 
home, full time. Thank goodness.

My relationship with Haleema’s 
mother ended up being one of the 
greatest successes of parent outreach 
in my eight years as a nyc public 
school teacher.

Haleema submitted assignments 
through her mother’s phone until the 
city delivered the iPad we had request-
ed for her to continue her schoolwork. 
The iPad arrived six weeks later, and 
she was able to use it and excel in her 
schoolwork for the last two months of 
the school year.

Haleema’s mother and I texted ev-
ery day to confirm what assignments 
had been completed, or to commu-
nicate gentle reminders to get them 
done. In the months of May and 
June, Haleema was celebrated at our 
monthly academic awards ceremo-
nies as a student who had perfect at-
tendance, and near perfect scores on 
all of her work. Those last few months 
of middle school ended on a high note 
for everyone, with Haleema’s moth-
er having the time and resources to 
monitor and nudge her daughter’s re-
mote learning.

Other families, sadly, were not so 
fortunate. By mid-May, two months 
into nyc’s shutdown, more and more 

to my Google classroom. The office 
administrator has sent me all of the 
phone numbers listed on Haleema’s 
emergency card, and after weeks of 
calling all of them, I am becoming 
increasingly worried about the child. 
Haleema is slipping through the 
cracks that occur when an over ex-
hausted system is asked to work even 
farther beyond capacity. With no tu-
tor, no wi-fi, no guardian at home for 
dinner time, an overwhelming num-
ber of children are relying on our New 
York City public schools.

Towering at least four inches above 
me, Haleema has a personality that 
can captivate any audience. She is 
easily identifiable as the eighth-grader 
who can influence an entire cohort of 
students. Since the first day of school 
in September, I have had quick conver-
sations with her every morning. Brief 
reminders that she is smart and beau-
tiful, and can lead her whole crew in 
the right direction. She sits in the first 
row of class every day, eventually vol-
unteering her drafts for extra feed-
back and revision. Her focus starts to 
spill into her other classes. Her grades 
are improving. She is getting in trou-
ble less often. That was before the 
pandemic. Now I can’t find her. I have 
had no news of Haleema since March 
13, 2020.

I’ve been calling her family for 
weeks, desperate to verify that she is 
okay. Finally, I send a text message 
to all of her contact numbers: “Hal-
eema is missing school. The city will 
have to come make sure she is okay.” 
I knew the words would be shocking.

Make a calendar. Help children see the  
extent of time from now to when school starts  
and talk through the time. Have children  
draw pictures about their memories of  
school. Older children might even draw  
a map... this will help them talk through the 
where/who/what of school.”

Melissa Butler
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