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F E AT U R E

When the pandemic recedes  
and schools reopen, in an attempt  

to go back to “normal,” we shouldn’t 
just scrap all of the adjustments  

that were made. Some of these  
changes should have been made  
long ago, some revealed gaping  

inequities, and some made  
crystal clear what really matters in  

education — and what doesn’t.
 

Story by Lory Hough  
I l lustrations by Harry Campbell
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T H E  P A N D E M I C  T U R N E D  education in the 
United States upside down, nearly overnight. We 
were left with closed schools, virtual learning, 
canceled extracurriculars, kids without access, 
kids not showing up, desks six feet apart.

In other words, a bit of a mess. 
But from that mess, it’s possible that schools 

could emerge even better if some of the changes 
made during these impossible months don’t dis-
appear once we say goodbye to masks.

The big question is, what changes should we 
keep and what’s best left behind? We asked mem-
bers of the Ed School community to share their 
thoughts. Here are a few that stood out.

1. Cultivate Trust
We have struggled with trust during the covid- 
19 pandemic at every level of the education sys-
tem. My hope is that active trust-building emerg-
es as a necessity in education — a foundational 
tenet through which we perform all of our work.

The concept of relational trust in schools is 
not new, identified by Professors Anthony Bryk 
and Barbara Schneider in 2003 as an essential in-
gredient for school improvement given the mu-
tual dependencies that exist between principals, 
teachers, and parents. As they explain, trust is 
built when we discern respect, personal regard, 
competence, and personal integrity in one an-
other. According to author Zaretta Hammond, a 
former teacher, active trust-building is also cru-
cial in classroom communities as students will 
not engage in the productive struggle of learning 
without it. It is not just a concept; it is a strategy, a 
way of being and doing our work.

covid-19 has required tremendous leaps of 
faith, and hence enormous trust, as we have re-
alized just how interdependent we are. We must 
be able to count on one another. 

Where trust is low, it seems these acts of reli-
ance have been more challenging. Just look at the 
conflicts that have arisen between unions and 
administrators about school reopening and the 
pressing concerns expressed by many families 
of color about their children’s safe return. These 
issues reveal where trust within our educational 

institutions is lacking, where we find it difficult 
to believe the other will follow through on their 
obligations. Where trust is higher, we have done 
better. This seems most evident in classrooms, 
virtual or in-person, where teachers have empha-
sized community, providing their students space 
to process recent events and share concerns. 

The pandemic has reminded me just how im-
portant it is to listen, care for one another, seek 
perspectives, solve problems together, stay true 
to core values, and follow through. These are acts 
of ongoing trust-building that I hope we carry to 
the future. 

JENNIFER PERRY CHEATHAM, ED.M.’06, ED.D.’10, 
is a senior lecturer and cochair of the 
Public Education Leadership Project

2. Rethink Grading
The pandemic has revealed how inapplicable, 
and even inappropriate, our traditional grading 
is when students have fewer resources, more in-
stability, and a weaker safety net — characteris-
tics which describe so many of our students over 
the last year.

One example is the common practice of in-
cluding a student’s “participation,” which during 
remote learning has been called “engagement” in 
the grade. When we’re teaching our students en-
tirely through screens, it’s not only impossible to 
perceive, and therefore to evaluate, the “how” of 
learning (Are they looking at us or at another win-
dow? When they aren’t contributing to the chat, 
are they paying attention?), but it’s also a waste 
of our teaching time and instructional power to 
award daily points for students’ behaviors when 
what we actually care about, and what we want 
our students to care about, is their learning. 
We’ve seen the unfairness and stress we create 
by awarding or subtracting points for behavioral 
“performances” that fit our arbitrary and sub-
jective model of what learning looks like, such 
as turning their video on, submitting an assign-
ment by an inflexible deadline, and attending the 
Zoom meeting on time, when many students are 
enduring family deaths, food instability, econom-
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ic hardship; have feared for their safety; and have 
younger siblings to care for — all circumstances 
outside students’ control. 

Even more importantly, we must realize that 
our century-old inherited grading practices have 
always disproportionately punished students 
with weaker support nets and fewer resources, 
students of color, from poor families, with spe-
cial needs, and English learners. It’s just that the 
pandemic has rendered so many more students 
— more middle class, white, and general educa-
tion students — victims of the harms of tradition-
al grading such that the dramatic rise in D’s and 
F’s now seems worthy of structural remedies. 
Students consistently at the lower end of the 
achievement and opportunity gaps, whose D’s 
and F’s seemed intractable and even “normal,” 
have, over generations, been docked points be-
cause of our own imperfect perceptions of how 
they learn, our implicitly biased judgments of 
their behaviors against “mainstream” norms, 
and our incorporation into grades circumstanc-
es outside their control. Hopefully this pandemic 
makes us more conscious of how our century-old 
grading practices perpetuate achievement dis-
parities, and that we are compelled out of mor-
al conscience and professional obligation to use 
more equitable grading practices.

JOE FELDMAN, ED.M.’93, is the author of 
Grading for Equity, and a former teacher, 
principal, and district administrator

3. Stop Walling Off Families
The one educational change I’d like to see us 
keep after we emerge from this soul-pandemic 
is the new visibility parents have into what kids 
are learning, what teachers are teaching, and 
how schools are using their time. Perhaps the 
thing I’ve heard most often from parents during 
the past 12 months is: “I had no idea.” They had 
no idea this teacher was so organized, that their 
child was so confused about parts of speech, or 
how little learning actually occurs during their 
kid’s school day.

Over time, school systems have evolved rou-

tines that have walled parents off from class-
rooms and corridors. For all the pieties, schools 
have seemingly gotten into a habit of treating 
parents as a nuisance. Whenever possible, school 
leaders prefer to give the gentle brush-off to par-
ents concerned about discipline, special educa-
tion, or testing. Tellingly, a running tension of 
the Common Core contretemps was educators 
dismissing parental complaints that they found 
the math confusing and couldn’t help their kids.
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All of this was turned inside out last spring. 
When schools needed parents to help kids get on-
line, supervise them, and serve as teacher aides, 
parents were no longer a nuisance. Meanwhile, 
parents charged with printing out materials, 
managing asynchronous platforms, and putting 
out fires suddenly enjoyed a front-row seat into 
what students are doing.

The transparency has had all kinds of rami-
fications. Zoom classes and cameras in hybrid 
classrooms allow parents to appreciate terrific 
teachers, see what a child is learning, and inter-
vene when necessary. For teachers, as well as par-
ents, such things have a lot to recommend them. 
Of course, piping teachers directly into kitchens 
and dining rooms has also meant that those in-
clined to deliver soapbox speeches or promote 
personal agendas can no longer do so in the com-
fortable solitude of their classroom.

There’s great power in all this. This kind of 
openness can strengthen school communities, 
enable valuable oversight for what schools are 
doing, and provide students more of the support 
they need. Here’s hoping that we find a way to 
keep it, long after the kids are out of the kitchen 
and back in the classroom.

FREDERICK HESS, ED.M.’90, is a resident 
scholar at the American Enterprise 
Institute and author of the Education 
Week blog, Rick Hess Straight Up

4. Learn From the Positive Anomalies
A popular narrative, that admittedly holds some 
semblance of the reality of the abrupt transi-
tion to distance learning, says that students who 
were underachieving academically prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic struggle more with the in-
troduction of digital learning from home. How-
ever, while in 19 out of 20 cases this may hold 
true, there are the 5% who actually perform bet-
ter. Maybe it is the truncated direct instruction 
time, the streamlined curriculum, or the absence 
of the social stimuli of being constantly sur-
rounded by other students, a few students who 
had previously struggled for months, or possibly 

years, prior to virtual learning are now doing bet-
ter, if not exceptionally.

Through anecdotal evidence from my time as 
a school principal, we all too often focus our time 
and energy on developing solutions to pernicious 
problems while ignoring the obvious solution 
that lies in front of us — positive academic anom-
alies. As an assistant principal, I would often rack 
my brain trying to develop strategies to motivate 
groups of disengaged students from marginal-
ized groups (for example, students from low-in-
come homes, students of color, English language 
learners) to attend school more regularly, stay 
out of trouble, or turn in homework more often. 
However, while I was intensely focusing on this 
group of students, I often overlooked other stu-
dents from these same marginalized groups who 
were doing well in every area. If I had taken the 
time to study the conditions that allowed the pos-
itive academic anomalies from these marginal-
ized groups to thrive, I may have come to a solu-
tion previously unconsidered. 

As we transition back to the schoolhouse and 
move away from distance learning, I hope school 
and district leaders are making a concerted ef-
fort to identify and learn from positive academic 
anomalies. What is it about the distance learning 
environment that has helped them turn the cor-
ner and how can we preserve these strategies as 
we return to traditional, in-person instruction?

TRACEY  BENSON, ED.L.D.’16, is the founder 
of the Anti-Racist Leadership  
Institute and author of Unconscious  
Bias in Schools: A Developmental  
Approach to Exploring Race and Racism 

5. Stop Teaching-by-Telling
In the era of the pandemic, educators have found 
that remote instruction centered on teach-
ing-by-telling has left many students unengaged 
— even to the point of skipping school. Class-
room-based methods of motivating students to 
listen to talks and to read textbooks have been in-
effective in distance teaching. As a result, many 
teachers have shifted their practice to involve 
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students with active forms of problem-based or 
project-based learning.

For example, studying what is happening 
in their communities because of COVID-19 is 
engaging for students and offers opportunities 
for socioemotional support as well as cognitive 
learning. Experiencing science, technology, en-
gineering, and mathematics through making 
and experimenting with materials available in 
their homes is motivating for learners. This also 
builds their confidence that they could play these 
roles as adults. Finding that their caregivers can 
serve as mentors for academic subjects helps 
students to see the relevance of knowledge and 
skills in the curriculum to what workers do.

The pandemic has toppled the firewalls be-
tween classroom activities and out-of-school 
learning. As the virus recedes, building on the 
strengths of the new types of pedagogy that have 
emerged from educators working with the com-
munity is important. Let’s not give up the pow-
erful, novel models of learning and motivation 
that are a silver lining on the dark cloud of this 
human tragedy.

Professor Chris Dede is cofounder of 
a pandemic-inspired initiative, Silver 
Lining for Learning, that celebrates 
bottom-up innovations in online in-
struction all across the world

6. Continue Creatively Assessing
One change in education over the past year I’d 
love to see kept in a post-pandemic world is with 
standardized testing. I noticed last March how 
quickly these tests were thrown to the side, nota-
bly as an equity issue during the pandemic. Post 
pandemic, people must continue to see it as an 
equity issue.

It has been exciting to see schools be creative 
in shifting how to assess student growth and hold 
teachers accountable, and I hope this continues 
across classrooms. I work at a progressive inde-
pendent school in Manhattan and we have relied 
almost entirely on using current events to assess 
student learning. For example, after the insur-

rection at the Capitol in January, a seventh-grade 
class at our school had a mock impeachment tri-
al of former president Donald Trump and went 
through the entire process as it is outlined by the 
U.S. Constitution. Another way is providing stu-
dent choice in how they demonstrate their under-
standing. This provides flexibility for students 
and also engages them more meaningfully, rath-
er than something that is imposed upon them.

To be clear, I believe there’s still very much 
a place for standardized testing, but as one tool 
rather than the be-all, end-all that it has become 
over the past couple of decades. 

TYLER TARNOWICZ, ED.M.’17, is a social 
studies teacher at City and Country 
School in New York City

7. Keep Doors Open to Higher Ed
The pandemic has heightened awareness and 
spurred action about the vast inequities of 
college admission. From unconscionable dis-
parities in access to high-quality counseling to 
the role of high-stakes standardized testing in 
perpetuating bias and limiting opportunities, 
it has required that we as educators be called to 
action. In response, since last spring, colleges 
have created robust virtual visit programs that 
allow more exposure to college options for all 
students. Institutions at every level of selectiv-
ity have adopted test-optional policies. High 
school counselors, admission deans, and appli-
cation platforms are acknowledging a need, and 
collaborating, to find better ways for students 
to communicate context, family responsibili-
ties, and other circumstances that impact their 
educational opportunities. Admission profes-
sionals are engaging in important conversations 
about who is being left behind. My hope is that 
once we are able to remove our masks and move 
closer together, we will not simply slip back into 
complacency and continue to allow college ad-
missions to unfairly favor the wealthy, well-con-
nected, and others who have historically had 
more access to higher education. Ideally we 
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will keep some or all of these practices and hold 
each other’s feet to the fire as we work to level 
the playing field for all students.

Brennan Barnard is the author of The 
Truth About College Admissions and the 
college admissions program manager at 
Making Caring Common

8. Rethink Attendance Policies
Chronic absenteeism plagued school districts 
this past year like never before. Most of the 
nation’s largest districts are teaching remotely. 
Thousands of students, often learners on the 
margins, have gone missing. Schools have faced 
tough decisions on how to reengage students 
who struggle to connect to online lessons or 
dealing with jobs or caregiving responsibilities. 

I lead a team of researchers tracking pandem-
ic responses in more than 100 large school dis-
tricts. Some districts are taking the opportunity 
to rethink how they approach truancy from a stu-
dent wellness lens, and modelling leadership that 
makes sure no district slips back into a “business 
as usual” approach to student absenteeism.

The best practice is a system of tiered absen-
teeism interventions: basic strategies to encour-
age good attendance, early help for students at 
risk of chronic absenteeism, and intensive sup-
port for students facing the greatest challenges. 

But the pandemic is also prompting leaders 
to ask more fundamental questions. What if dis-
tricts also eliminated punitive absenteeism poli-
cies? What if, instead, schools collaborated with 
parents and community partners to find missing 
students and bridge technology gaps? What if 
districts asked schools to provide advisory and 
counseling systems that ensure every student 
can build at least one consistent relationship with 
a caring adult at their school? What if schools 
could give options — like evening classes, flexible 
schedules, or independent study pathways — to 
students whose circumstances don’t fit a conven-
tional class schedule? 

To enable this transformation, states must re-
think pre-pandemic rules that link school fund-

ing to the time students spend in class, rather 
than student learning or wellbeing.  For example, 
states could link funding to course completion or 
content mastery instead of instructional time — 
and provide additional funding for students who 
face greater barriers to attending school. 

The solution to chronic absenteeism does not 
revolve around truancy boards or court dates. 
We need to incentivize schools to use well-
ness-centered approaches that hold students to 
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high expectations but avoid punishments that 
only set them back. If students are not showing 
up for class, schools must be allowed to ask why 
and offer unique solutions tailored to unique stu-
dent circumstances. 

BREE DUSSEAULT, ED.M.’07, is a practi-
tioner-in-residence at the Center on 
Reinventing Public Education in Seattle

9. Expand Learning Time
The pandemic places American school sys-
tems at a new juncture. The urge to “return 
to normal” is strong and we all feel it. But in 
a post-vaccine world, school districts can’t go 
back because for so many students and families, 
the status quo wasn’t close to working. One area 
that will need to be addressed is that many stu-
dents — those who were already struggling and 
those who found online learning too remote 
— have lost months of learning because of the 
pandemic. By next fall, some estimates suggest 
that students living in poverty will be an addi-
tional grade level behind.

Luckily, some schools, like Brookside Ele-
mentary in Indianapolis, and some districts, 
like Salem, Massachusetts, are showing the way 
to a “next-level normal” by trying out promis-
ing new ways of organizing staff and technolo-
gy to expand and target individual attention and 
learning time inside and outside of traditional 
school hours.  We must keep this going next year 
and beyond.

What would that look like? We can increase 
learning time through extended school days and 
years, intersessions, intensive “high-dosage” tu-
toring, and other afterschool learning opportuni-
ties, like Brookside and Salem have done. While 
schools and districts will need an infusion of re-
sources to do this, much can be accomplished 
by reorganizing current levels of staff, time, and 
technology. 

KAREN HAWLEY MILES, ED.M.’91, ED.D.’97,  
is the CEO and president of Education 
Resource Strategies in Watertown,  
Massachusetts

10. Ask What Matters
It was a wild ride. We were teleported into 
breakout rooms where we found ourselves tak-
ing solace in a familiar face or marking time in 
a silent standoff, waiting for someone to initi-
ate the conversation. In this two-dimensional, 
waist-up world, we realized that the back of our 
hair didn’t matter anymore and that we could 
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HERE ARE A FEW OTHER IDEAS WORTH CON-
SIDERING — AND KEEPING:

● School space matters: More than ever, we 
realized that how students move in a building, 
and how we use the spaces in schools, matters. 

● Bathrooms need soap, every single day!

● Teachers need to focus on their students’ 
mental health as much as their grades. Prior, 
it was considered a nice “add-on” or only for 
certain students. We learned that all students 
need this. Teachers need this, too. If the adults 
in classrooms aren’t doing well, socially and 
emotionally, their teaching won’t be as effective.

● Including student voices in decision-making 
as we plan for going back — and once we’re 
fully back — is critical.

● For many students, schools aren’t just places 
to learn. It’s where they get their main meals 
every day. During the pandemic, many school 
districts offered not only free lunch, but to-go 
dinner bags for entire families.

● Continue bringing more guest speakers from 
around the world into schools virtually. 

● We learned that access to technology is wild-
ly uneven, but shouldn’t be. Millions of students 
don’t have computers or access to the Internet. 
Most are reachable, though, by smartphone.

show up to class barefoot. We learned that “I 
had an unstable internet connection” was the 
new “my dog ate my homework,” and that the 
effort required to click “unmute” somehow 
made us feel like whatever we said had better 
be worth it — most of us, anyway. We discovered 
that vibes transmit through WI-FI and we can 
feel them without ever knowing how a person 
moves through the world.

We learned alongside our professors that we 
can no longer rely on our experience, assump-
tions, or evidence derived from research about 
in-person — or even pre-pandemic virtual — 
learning and teaching. So many new variables 
demanded radical flexibility, forcing us to try 
what we would have resisted before, to fail, then 
to try something else. We learned how to learn 
again in this bizarre here and now.

And to both our chagrin and delight, this year 
inspired us to ask and really mean it: What mat-
ters now in education?”

As we prepare to depart Zoomland to return 
to classrooms or embark on new endeavours, 
may we remember to never stop asking this ques-
tion, and to mute ourselves to listen for the an-
swers. And if we are lucky enough to work with 
students, let’s not forget the tenderness we felt 
when someone greeted us warmly by name when 
we arrived in class — and how sometimes it was 
the only proof we had that we were actually here, 
in person or not.

Kelsea Turner is a current student in the 
Learning and Teaching Program 

11. Rethink Schedules
Smart schools are making significant organiza-
tional changes to become more human. Some 
high schools are moving away from semesters 
with seven-period days — unsafe in person, 
unmanageable at home — to a quarter sys-
tem where students take no more than three 
subjects at a time. This frees teachers to focus 
on half as many students (reducing their loads 
to, often, about 80 from 160), which has given 
them the time to build the relationships that 

students need — particularly in a pandemic, 
but always.

Jal Mehta is a professor at the Ed 
School. This is excerpted from “Make 
Schools More Human,” an opinion piece 
he wrote for The New York Times in De-
cember. For more of Mehta’s ideas on 
changes we need to keep and make post-
COVID, see this issue’s feature story 
about motivation
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