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“COVID-19 had arrested the
world, and nothing — including
my May term course — would get
away without being impacted.
But this was a good thing.”
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I have been in education for 30 years,
and I continue to marvel at the opportunities that I get to learn and grow,
provided I am in a mental and emotional space to do so. Such was the case
on Saturday, May 15, as I awoke to do
my daily Devotions, overlooking Fresh
Pond in Cambridge.
My daily devotional time is an opportunity for me to show gratitude as
well as center myself in who God is in
my life, and what I am being called to
do that day, as well as days to come.
Over the years I have disciplined myself to use this time as a filter through
which the rest of the day must pass
through. My thinking? If I start the
day with a faith filter, I am more inclined to experience the day in the
way that I am called to, as opposed to
simply how “I” want to experience it.
In retrospect, I marvel at the power
of that centering because, that Saturday in May, I read something on social
media that — in the delicate world of
academia — “triggered” me.
After doing my devotion, my attention was drawn to a Facebook post by
one of my former Ed School doctoral
students, CHERYL CAMACHO, ED.L.D.’19 . (She
welcomes the attention here.) Cheryl is a system-level leader in South
Bend, Indiana, where she oversees
five schools, 2,100 students, and hundreds of faculty and staff. In her Facebook post, Cheryl was expressing her
personal and professional concern
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tion. I know this is a problem for online
learning in general, but for performers
without a performance to prepare for,
it can be devastating. They keep learning entire dances with the hope that
someday we will reopen and they will
get to perform them. But I know they
are losing hope. I am trying to somehow create a digital concert that can be
streamed for the end of the semester.
I am hoping this will give them some
motivation. However, I still have to
worry about the liability of streaming this, including copyright music
issues and parent release forms. We
also need to figure out how best to film
students separately and bring them together in a video. We may have to just
use Zoom to record. It is far from ideal,
especially if the timing is still off, but
I feel like they need to have some opportunity to perform. This is crucial for
their learning.
If we do resume school at some
point before the vaccine, I hope to hold
classes outdoors. My classroom has no
windows to allow for fresh air, and with
the heavy breathing of exercise, 6 feet
apart is not enough. This will mean
holding classes in 90-degree heat, on
concrete. I still think that is safer than
holding class indoors.
Additionally, until there is a vaccine, I do not see a resumption of our
normal concerts, pep rallies, or assemblies that put an audience close together. We may be able to perform on the
football field, but with the performers
and fans so spaced out, it will be different, to say the least.
Despite all the challenges, there
are so many things I am grateful for.
I am happy that our district has made
sure that arts are included in the reopening plan. Even at the elementary
level, all arts instruction will be programmed into the distance learning.
I am thankful that I still have my job
teaching dance, and that students are
still interested in taking my class remotely. I am grateful that we have the
technology to do performance arts
classes distantly, which could not have
happened 30 years ago.
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about the recent spate of “returning
to school” blueprints that were being
published by various think tanks, former practitioners, and thought leaders. Since I was one of the former practitioners that contributed to a blueprint
put out by the American Enterprise Institute, I read this post with heightened
interest — and in angst.
Cheryl’s thoughtful but candid
treatise can be summarized in her
own words: What I really want and
need, as someone who is responsible
for the safety and education of 2,000
kids, is some thought partnership that
respects and takes into consideration
the specific needs of my families and
staff. What I heard in this statement
was a desire for those of us in leadership to listen and hear those “in the
trenches” who are currently doing the
work of educating and leading America’s 50 million children, even as they
lead, teach, and support their own
households.
While I gave a response that defended the role that thought leaders
and former practitioners might play as
we plan to reopen school, I acknowledged the need for more listening on
our parts. And, I said as much in my
response to Cheryl. What resulted was
the trigger: I spent the week of March
18, 2020, talking to parents, teachers,
students, a principal, and system-level school district, state, and nonprofit
leaders from across the United States.
What I learned can be captured in the
following statements:
3 covid-19 is impacting educators
and their families both personally and
professionally — and the personal and
professional blend is something that

they are having to make sense of daily.
3 Those I spoke to do see a few silver linings amid all the challenges.
3 Each of these individuals has strong
feelings about reopening schools.
What I learned was invaluable and
it reminded me of how critical it is to
engage and listen to those who are most
proximate to the work of teaching
and leading in our schools and in our
school systems.
But this was not the only pivot that
I made because of covid-19. The other came when I was preparing to teach
this fall — for the first time — my Faith,
Education, and Leadership course.
This course has always been something that I felt called to do. As I have
shared in other online forums, my
faith has always played a pivotal role
in my life. While I had been thinking
about ways to elevate my faith identity
in my work at Harvard, my colleague,
Senior Lecturer Judith McLaughlin,
was the first person to mention the
idea of teaching a course about the intersection of faith and education. She
and I had the fortune of sitting beside
one another at the 2018 hgse commencement. In a brief conversation
during the revelry, I mentioned to her
my desires to explore the role of faith
in education. “You should consider
teaching a course on the topic,” she
said. I never forgot that conversation.
Two years later, I would plan to do just
that. However, I never anticipated that
the world would be very different as I
started planning, and there were several things on my mind.
First, I wanted the course to be one
where students felt safe to explore
their personal faith journeys, as well

Having your screen off to the
side, instead of straight ahead, could
also help your concentration,
particularly in group meetings.”
Gianpiero Petriglieri
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as hear and understand the journey
of others. Second, I wanted students
to learn about efforts that are happening already, where faith and education leaders are working together to
address student and community challenges. Finally, I wanted the course to
be one where students explored and
designed strategies to improve outcomes for students and communities.
On March 17, that last goal changed dramatically.
On that day, the hgse community
found out that we would not be returning to campus after spring break.
covid-19 had arrested the world, and
nothing — including my May term
course — would get away without
being impacted. But this was a good
thing. What became increasingly
clear by mid-April — weeks before the
course — is that covid-19 was having
a devastating impact on America’s
most vulnerable communities, specifically Black and Brown communities.
So, the final goal of the class pivoted
to one that was laser focused one seeing how faith and education organizations might work together to address
the immediate needs in response to
covid-19. During the weeklong class,
students learned of the work being
done in Boston and in Baton Rouge,
as well as other communities. And, by
the end of the class, students were designing other possible interventions,
based on their learning in class.
In closing, covid-19 has had a
devastating impact on all parts of our
lives. What I learned from these pivots are twofold. First, I was reminded
of how important it is to look for opportunities to hear and understand
the needs of those educators who are
on the front lines in our schools and
communities. The work I do as a faculty member in a higher education institution is in service of them. Second,
the nimbler my teaching is, the better
chance of not only creating powerful
teaching and learning experiences,
but also making contributions to practitioners and their communities.
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