
IDEAS FOR THE “NEW NORMAL” 
from the Marshall Memo – Updated June 14, 2021 

 
What new approaches did we discover during the pandemic that we should continue as schools 

return to in-person instruction? Here is a collection of quotes, ideas, and resources from Marshall 

Memos, updated each week.  

 

1. Quotes 

2. Ideas 

3. Links and Resources 

 

 

 

QUOTES 
 

“Young people are dragging themselves to the finish line of a frustrating, depressing, and, for 

some, unbearably isolating year of school.” 

 Lisa Damour 

 

“When thinking about how to spend this [ESSER] money, teachers, students, and families should 

know what will be concretely different and improved in schools both a year from now and when 

federal dollars end in 2023.” 

 Will Austin 

 

 “The future of education is less about adopting online learning just because we are better at it, 

and more about using it to design learning experiences that move schools closer to agency, 

equity, and transfer.”  

 Eric Hudson 
 

“To accelerate learning, it is essential that districts and schools have the systems, processes, and 

practices in place to allow teachers to know quickly whether students are making appropriate 

progress… Weekly or bi-weekly assessments and check-ins… and coaching supports need to be 

in place to leverage when appropriate progress is not being made.” 

 John Kim and Kathleen Choi in “Accelerating Learning to Address Learning Loss” 

 in District Management Journal, Spring 2021 (Vol. 29, pp. 16-29) 
 

“Even advocates of longer school days and years emphasize that extra time by itself often 

doesn’t have an impact. What you do with the time matters. Devoting the extra time to a daily 

dose of tutoring seems the most promising. But tutoring can work equally well even when the 

school day isn’t lengthened… What is clear is that using the extra time for just more hours or 

more days of traditional instruction doesn’t appear to achieve much.” 

 Jill Barshay in “Proof Points: Could More Time in School Help Students After the 

Pandemic?”, Hechinger Report, May 24, 2021 

 

“Perhaps the greatest tragedy to come from Covid-related distance learning would be not 

learning from this experience to improve our teaching when we physically return to classrooms.” 

https://www.dmgroupk12.com/writable/documents/DMJ29_Spotlight_FINAL.pdf
https://hechingerreport.org/proof-points-could-more-time-in-school-help-students-after-the-pandemic/
https://hechingerreport.org/proof-points-could-more-time-in-school-help-students-after-the-pandemic/
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John Hattie 

 

“Students want to come back to school – to see their friends. But after they see their friends, how 

long will they want to submit to a structure that they have not had for a year and a half? Getting 

up at 7:00 a.m., classes that last 45 to 90 minutes, three-minute passing periods between classes, 

sitting in a seat with no food or drink allowed in class, and no access to social media?” 

 Ruby Payne 

 

 “Returning to my classroom, some students have forgotten how to carry on a face-to-face 

conversation. They’re rusty. And now they’re relearning how to treat friends, belong to a 

community that’s been ephemeral, and, yes, court each other. They are probably more aware of 

their bodies now, and more insecure, having spent a year considering what their cameras capture 

in daily Zooms.”  

 Andrew Simmons 

 

“All sorts of solutions have been proposed, but only one, tutoring, has both a solid and 

substantial research base and a significant number of proven, practical, cost-effective solutions.”  

 Robert Slavin 

 

“My bet is that the biggest shift from Covid will not be any one tool or technique, but a 

broadening sense that engagement is not merely something that students ‘bring to class,’ but is a 

result of the environment of the class itself, and that environment can be designed to better 

support or encourage engagement.” 

 Clay Shirky 
 

“Now’s the time to finally face the reality that not every academic standard is equal.”

 Douglas Reeves 

 

“It’s a mistake to spend class time doing things that can be done just as well remotely.” 

Rick Hess 

 
Back to page one 
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IDEAS 

 
Ideas for the Effective Use of ESSER Funding 

 In this article in CommonWealth, Will Austin (Boston Schools Fund) marvels at the 

amount of federal Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief funding coming to 

Massachusetts; Boston’s schools alone will receive $435 million. Adjusted for inflation, ESSER 

is comparable to what the U.S. spent to rebuild Europe after World War II. Austin suggests five 

principles to maximize the positive impact on teaching and learning: 

 • Transparency – “The magnitude and gravity of this investment demands public input,” 

he says: “Families, students, educators, and taxpayers have a right to know how these funds will 

be distributed.”  

 • Proximity – Decisions should be made close to the classroom level, with local 

budgetary autonomy, coupled with training, to support children’s academic, social, and 

emotional recovery. 

 • Equity – The pandemic has hit some children, families, and communities harder than 

others, and funding should prioritize those who have the greatest needs. 

 • Innovation – “When thinking about how to spend this money,” says Austin, “teachers, 

students, and families should know what will be concretely different and improved in schools 

both a year from now and when federal dollars end in 2023.”  

 • Boldness – The Covid-19 crisis, for all its associated disruption and trauma, has been a 

rare opportunity “to rethink systems and structures that haven’t fully served all students,” says 

Austin. “Funding now exists to test bold theories and ideas for education grounded in research 

and best practice.” Some possibilities: 

- The length of the school day and the school year; 

- Schoolwork that happens in the classroom versus remotely; 

- Later high-school start times to match teens’ brain development. 

 

“5 Principles That Should Drive Boston’s Enormous Federal School Aid” by Will Austin in 

CommonWealth, May 12, 2021; Austin can be reached at waustin@bostonschoolsfund.org.  

 

 

Teens Need to Chill Out This Summer 

 In this New York Times article, psychologist/author Lisa Damour says that in her 20 years 

working with adolescents, “I have never seen teenagers so worn down at the end of an academic 

year as they are right now…Young people are dragging themselves to the finish line of a 

frustrating, depressing, and, for some, unbearably isolating year of school.”  

 Damour suggests the analogy of a vigorous workout with weights: muscles are built by 

strenuous exertion followed by a period of rest. To put the “psychological workout of their lives” 

https://commonwealthmagazine.org/education/5-principles-that-should-drive-bostons-enormous-federal-school-aid/
mailto:waustin@bostonschoolsfund.org
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to work, she says, teens “need time for recovery so that they can enjoy increased emotional 

resilience by fall.” Her suggestions: 

 • Let grieving run its course. Teens have lost loved ones, friendships, milestone birthday 

parties, holidays with grandparents, graduations, sports seasons, field days, and other ceremonies 

and events that can’t be rescheduled. Rather than saying kids should move on to brighter days, 

it’s wise to let them process what’s happened in the company of friends – or alone. One teen 

wrote poems reflecting on “how the pandemic sucks, and how things are still going on in the 

world that are really horrible.” Damour says grieving is a healthy process that will help teens, 

“over time, savor what remains and embrace what lies ahead.”  

 • Be open to negotiating the necessities. “Everyone has different emotional settings,” she 

says. “What energizes one person might leave another spent.” Teens fortunate enough to have 

choices will hopefully find summer activities that refresh and replenish – an interesting job, 

travel, learning a new language, an academic enrichment program. Parents may be worried about 

academic deficits, but if the school hasn’t raised a red flag, Damour advises, “it may be best to 

let it go.”  

 • Don’t let guilt ruin restoration. Teens may think that after a year of not doing very 

much, it’s sinful to relax over the summer. Help them see past this misconception, says Damour. 

“The point of recovery is not to relax, but to grow. And if downtime is soaked in guilt, that 

growth is going to suffer.” Kids need to “go through the quiet work of rebuilding themselves.” 

 

“A Pandemic Recovery Period for Teenagers” by Lisa Damour in The New York Times, June 8, 

2021 

 

 

Keepers from Covid-Time 

 “The future of education is less about adopting online learning just because we are better 

at it, and more about using it to design learning experiences that move schools closer to agency, 

equity, and transfer,” says Eric Hudson in this Global Online Academy article. He believes a 

number of online instructional practices are worth continuing as schools return to in-person 

instruction (for screenshots and links to resources, click the full article below): 

• An online learning hub – Accessible to students anytime, from almost anywhere, a 

robust platform can display all the information needed for a class or course, including:  

the schedule, philosophy, goals, learning objectives, modules, homework assignments, teaching 

videos, rubrics, assessments, final projects, reminders, and housekeeping details. 

• Student choices – Hudson says an online platform can also “offer students a variety of 

learning pathways, or the opportunity to design projects that matter to them, or the chance to 

explore the world beyond the classroom and present their learning using tools they know well.”  

• Pre-recorded videos – Teachers can flip instruction, having students view online mini-

lessons outside school hours and then engage in discussions and hands-on learning in the 

classroom. Videos don’t have to have great production values, says Hudson, as long as the 

pedagogy is sound.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/01/well/family/teenagers-summer-reset.html
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• Student-made videos – Tools like Flipgrid give students an alternative, creative way to 

demonstrate learning and explain their thinking asynchronously. 

• Digital portfolios – Students can use online platforms like Seesaw to curate evidence, 

share artifacts, describe their learning process, and demonstrate understanding. 

• Online assessments – Quizzes, polls, and asynchronous discussions are more flexible 

and avoid the social pressures of in-class tests. Students can take an online quiz several times and 

use immediate, automated feedback to figure out errors and misconceptions.  

• Differentiated pacing – Students can work at their own speed as they follow an online 

content playlist to complete a unit, project, or other learning experience.  

• One-on-one video conferences – A platform like Zoom “can make targeted support 

more accessible and flexible,” says Hudson, “whether it’s via teacher-hosted office hours or 

individual conferences or small discussion groups.” Students can check in while doing 

independent projects, fieldwork, internships, and community-based work. 

• Asynchronous discussions – Tools like Padlet and Jamboard can “broaden our notion of 

‘class participation’ and make it more meaningful for more students,” says Hudson. They give 

students more time to “compose and express their thoughts, and shift the power dynamic in 

discussions from favoring the extrovert or the more verbose.” In addition, students can share 

ideas via text, audio, or video.  

• Improved feedback – Quizzes, polling, and assessments built into learning management 

systems can give students real-time feedback, and screencasts and multimedia tools like Mote 

support feedback via video or audio. Peers can also provide feedback, improving the quality of 

work that’s submitted to teachers and lightening their correcting load.  

• Open gradebooks – “An essential element of grading for equity,” says Hudson, “is that 

grading structures and learning outcomes are transparent and understandable to students.” Online 

gradebooks, included in most learning management systems, help teachers collect, visualize, and 

use data – and nudge them to rethink outmoded grading practices, emphasizing mastery over 

compliance. Online gradebooks also allow students to monitor their work and see a pathway to 

success.  

• Student project management and collaboration – Tools like Kanban Boards and 

Greenlight Spreadsheets give students responsibility for monitoring their work, with the teacher 

looking over their shoulders electronically. Tools like Microsoft Teams and Slack can support 

students as they share and coordinate with each other inside and outside of the classroom.  

• Partnering with families, communities, and the outside world – One of the most positive 

developments during the pandemic has been improved communication with families – both in 

remote conferences and by making the curriculum more transparent. Teachers have also learned 

how to bring a wide variety of outside speakers and resources into their classrooms and give 

students authentic audiences for their learning products. 

 

“13 Online Strategies for All Learning Environments” by Eric Hudson in Global Online 

Academy, May 27, 2021 

https://globalonlineacademy.org/insights/articles/13-online-strategies-for-all-learning-environments
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Continuing Effective Covid-Time Practices in the “New Normal” 

 In this article in Ed. Magazine, Lory Hough compiles suggestions from educators on 

practices implemented during the pandemic that should continue when schools return to fully in-

person instruction. Some excerpts:  

 • Cultivate trust. “The pandemic has reminded me just how important it is to listen, care 

for one another, seek perspectives, solve problems together, stay true to core values, and follow 

through,” says Jennifer Perry Cheatham (Public Education Leadership Project). She hopes 

“active trust-building emerges as a necessity in education – a foundational tenet through which 

we perform all our work.” 

 • Rethink grading. “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 special needs, and English learners,” says Joe 

Feldman (author, former teacher and administrator). During the pandemic, it became apparent 

that problems with grading affected many more students, waking up educators to the need to 

more accurately and fairly measure student learning. 

 • Truly include parents. “For all their pieties,” says Frederick Hess (American Enterprise 

Institute), “schools have seemingly gotten into a habit of treating parents as a nuisance… 

[giving] the gentle brush-off to parents concerned about discipline, special education, or testing.” 

With remote learning, parents have had a front-row seat on their children’s curriculum content, 

how teachers teach, and how school time is used. Reactions have ranged from positive (I had no 

idea teachers were so organized) to helpful (Now I see why my daughter is confused about parts 

of speech), to negative (I never knew how little learning occurs during my kids’ school day). 

“There’s great power in all this,” says Hess. “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.”  

 • Learn from the positive anomalies. Some students, perhaps one in 20, have actually 

performed better on schoolwork during the pandemic, observes author/former principal Tracey 

Benson. Perhaps this happened, he says, because of “the truncated direct instruction time, the 

streamlined curriculum, or the absence of the social stimuli of being constantly surrounded by 

other students.” We can learn a lot from these positive outliers: “What is it about the distance 

learning environment that has helped them turn the corner, and how can we preserve these 

strategies as we return to traditional in-person instruction?” 

 • Stop teaching by telling. Teacher lectures and plodding through textbook chapters have 

been even less effective via Zoom than they were beforehand, says Chris Dede (Harvard 

Graduate School of Education). Seeing students tuning out, many teachers shifted to problem-

based and project-based activities, teaching science, technology, engineering, and math with 

materials found in students’ homes and communities and using family members as mentors and 
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co-teachers. “Let’s not give up the powerful, novel models of learning and motivation that are a 

silver lining in the dark cloud of this human tragedy,” says Dede.  

 • Continue creative assessing. While there’s definitely a role for standardized testing, 

says New York City social studies teacher Tyler Tarnowicz, being liberated from high-stakes 

testing for two years has led to some creative ways to assess student learning and growth in real 

time, involve students in the process, and hold educators accountable. As standardized tests 

return, Tarnowicz urges us to keep them in perspective and continue to get valuable insights 

from lower-key classroom practices.  

 • Keep opening doors to higher education. During the pandemic, several changes have 

been implemented to level the playing field for college admissions, says Brennan Barnard 

(Making Caring Common):  

- Wider access to college counseling; 

- High-quality virtual visits to colleges; 

- Test-optional policies;  

- Better understanding of applicants’ family responsibilities and other circumstances that 

affect their educational opportunities; 

- Admissions officers having more insight about who is being left behind. 

Barnard hopes these practices will continue in the years ahead.  

 • Rethink attendance policies. Thousands of students have “gone missing” during school 

closures, says Bree Dusseault (Center on Reinventing Pubic Education), often students who were 

already struggling. This has led many educators to implement strategies like these: 

- Collaborating with families to reengage missing students and bridge technology gaps; 

- Ensuring that every student has at least one consistent relationship with a caring adult; 

- Providing options like evening classes, flexible schedules, and independent study; 

- Focusing on content mastery versus seat time.  

“The solution to chronic absenteeism does not revolve around truancy boards or court dates,” 

says Dusseault. “We need to incentivize schools to use wellness-centered approaches that hold 

students to high expectations but avoid punishments that only set them back.” 

 • Expand learning time. Many students lost months of learning during the pandemic, says 

Karen Hawley Miles (Education Resource Strategies), in some cases a full year. As schools 

return to regular schedules, she points to schools that have reorganized staff, time, and 

technology to help those students catch up. Among the options: extended learning time, high-

dosage tutoring, and after-school learning opportunities.  

• Change teacher-student ratios. During remote learning, some high schools shifted from 

seven-period days to a quarter system with students taking no more than three subjects at a time, 

says Jal Mehta (Harvard Graduate School of Education). This frees teachers to focus on 80 

students at a time, versus 160, making it much easier to build relationships and rapport. This is a 

practice that should continue, says Mehta.  

 • Ask what matters. “It was a wild ride,” says graduate student Kelsea Turner. “We were 

teleported into breakout rooms where we found ourselves taking solace in a familiar face or 

marking time in a silent standoff, waiting for someone to initiate the conversation. In this two-
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dimensional world, we realized that the back of your hair didn’t matter anymore and that we 

could 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… 

“So many 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 matters now in education? As we prepare to depart Zoomland to return to classrooms or 

embark on new endeavors, may we remember to never stop asking this question, and to mute 

ourselves to listen for the answers. 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 there, in person or not.”  

  

“For Keeps” by Lory Hough in Ed. Magazine, Spring 2021 (#168, pp. 26-35); Hough can be 

reached at lory_hough@gse.harvard.edu.  

 

 

Jennifer Gonzalez on Revitalizing Classrooms After the Pandemic 

 “As humans, we’re wired to go for the easy button,” says Jennifer Gonzalez in this Cult 

of Pedagogy article. At home it might be eating fast food and watching Netflix rather than 

cooking a nutritious meal and reading a book. In classrooms, it might be using multiple-choice 

tests or only getting to know the students who demand the most attention. As in-person schooling 

resumes, there’s an understandable desire to return to normal. “But normal didn’t work for a lot 

of kids,” says Gonzalez. “It also didn’t work for a lot of teachers. Too many systems and 

structures were set up for automation, to make things as efficient and convenient as possible for 

the people in charge.” 

 As schools reopen, she suggests that we resolve, “No more easy button.” That doesn’t 

mean putting in more hours – just using them differently. Here are her ideas: 

Lesson Design: 

- Fewer “busysheets” and more activities that take less time but are “densely packed with 

learning.” 

- More active, hands-on, project-based learning, and venturing out of the classroom more 

frequently. 

- Increasing the amount of collaboration among students, and teaching the important life 

skills of working harmoniously and productively with others.  

- More pre-recorded videos that students watch on their own time (as many times as 

necessary), freeing up class time for more interactive learning.  

Assessment: 

- More feedback, fewer grades – “A letter grade will never help a student grow the way 

specific, timely feedback will,” says Gonzalez.  

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/ed/21/05/for-keeps
mailto:lory_hough@gse.harvard.edu
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- Multiple opportunities to improve through an iterative, mastery-based process that allows 

students to re-do work and gradually hone their products. 

- Flexible deadlines – “We can carry the grace we gave each other during the pandemic 

into the next phase,” she says, “setting up assignments so that they have more fluid 

deadlines or, if the assignments are larger, incremental check-ins so that we know 

students are making progress and can provide feedback and troubleshooting to keep them 

going.”  

- A new kind of test – With remote learning, students discovered that it was much easier to 

“cheat.” Rather than returning to cheating detection, what about open-book, open-note, 

open-resource assessments that require a real demonstration of understanding? 

Inclusivity: 

- Universally designed learning experiences – This means teachers presenting material in 

written, video, and audio formats and allowing students to demonstrate learning in 

different ways. 

- Introvert-friendly options for participation – Remote learning revealed new ways for 

quieter students to participate; we can carry those practices forward, giving those students 

greater voice in the classroom. 

- Remote and hybrid pathways – Even when schools are fully back to normal, there should 

be options for certain students to participate from home. 

- More-representative classroom materials – Students should see their culture, history, and 

circumstances in all parts of the curriculum.  

Relationships: 

- Building connections – It’s been harder to get to know kids teaching through the Zoom 

keyhole, says Gonzalez; “As we regain the privilege of being in the same room together, 

let’s not waste it.” 

- More restorative practices – Done right, dealing with disciplinary infractions this way 

deals with root causes and gets better results. 

- More anti-bias work on ourselves – “The starting point for improving relationships with 

all students and creating an environment in our schools that feels safe and welcoming for 

everyone,” says Gonzalez, “is to study our own biases.” She cites a number of resources 

(see the link below). 

- More fun – Make time for joy and laughter, every day.  

 

“No More Easy Button: A Suggested Approach to Post-Pandemic Teaching” by Jennifer 

Gonzalez in Cult of Pedagogy, May 16, 2021 

 

 

Reasons for Teenagers to Come to School – and Keep Coming 

 “Students want to come back to school – to see their friends,” says Ruby Payne (Aha! 

Process) in this article in Principal Leadership. “But after they see their friends, how long will 

they want to submit to a structure that they have not had for a year and a half? Getting up at 7:00 

a.m., classes that last 45 to 90 minutes, three-minute passing periods between classes, sitting in a 

https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/easy-button/
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seat with no food or drink allowed in class, and no access to social media?” On top of all that, 

students may be dealing with mental health challenges and trauma. Many teachers have dialed 

back their expectations, giving good grades for just handing in work – and students have learned 

they can get a day’s work done by noon. 

So how are educators going to keep students coming back after the initial round of 

camaraderie? Focusing on secondary-school students, Payne suggests the following: 

• Build a future story. She likes the idea of a nine-box storyboard in which students 

picture themselves at age 25 and think about what they want to have, be, and do: 

- High-school diploma 

- College, technical school, or military 

- Work (What do you love to do that you would do even if you didn’t get paid?) 

- Car or other vehicle 

- Pay/money 

- House/apartment 

- Friends 

- Relationships/marriage 

- Fun/hobbies 

Having found images for each box, students think about their plan to get to their desired future – 

and how classes in school right now are part of that plan. 

 • Create opportunities for belonging and relationships. An example: one high-school 

principal shaved a couple of minutes off each class and scheduled 20 minutes of socialization 

time right after first period when clubs met and students were allowed to be on their cellphones, 

talk, and eat. One catch: students could participate only if their grades, attendance, and tardies 

were at an acceptable level.  

 • Organize consistent mentors. “Each student should have a key relationship with an 

adult on staff who makes daily contact and does not give up on them,” says Payne. If a student 

doesn’t have at least one adult serving this purpose in their life, the school mentor spends 3-4 

minutes talking to them every day.  

 • Access support systems. The school must ensure that students who are struggling with 

homelessness, abuse, emotional and mental health issues, and housing insecurity connect with 

professionals in the school and community agencies that can help them.  

 

“Getting Students to Come Back – and Remain – for In-Person Learning” by Ruby Payne in 

Principal Leadership, May 2021 (Vol. 21, #9, pp. 22-23) 

 

 

John Hattie on Continuing Practices That Worked During the Pandemic 

 “Perhaps the greatest tragedy to come from Covid-related distance learning would be not 

learning from this experience to improve our teaching when we physically return to classrooms,” 

says research guru John Hattie (University of Melbourne) in this article in Educational 

Leadership. Hattie points to several positive developments he hopes will continue: 

https://www.nassp.org/publication/principal-leadership/volume-21-2020-2021/principal-leadership-april-2021-2/viewpoint-may-2021/
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 • Focusing on equity – The pandemic dramatically highlighted gaps in technology and 

access, and some progress was made. As in-person schooling resumes, Hattie urges that we 

double down, “shifting from measuring seat time to learning engagement; prioritizing 

assessments that illuminate student growth and learning; supporting acceleration in learning, not 

remediation; and identifying safe, culturally responsive practices.” 

 • Listening to the troops – What succeeded over the last 15 months – rapid adaptation to 

new technology and new instructional practices – did not happen because of top-down mandates 

but through the initiative and ingenuity of teachers and other school-based educators. In the 

future, Hattie hopes that district leaders will be more willing to listen to their teachers and build 

collaborative teams.  

 • Self-regulation – Remote and hybrid instruction put a premium on teachers and students 

working more independently. “Teachers who talked a lot in class, asked questions that required 

less-than-three-word responses, and focused myopically on the facts and content had trouble 

engaging learners remotely,” says Hattie. Students who already possessed (or picked up) the 

skills of independent learning thrived, as did teachers who focused on content and deep learning, 

taught in engaging ways, and gradually released responsibility. He urges educators to continue 

those practices in the new normal. 

 • Connections – Many educators used online tools to communicate more effectively with 

families and get them invested in deeper learning for their children. Teachers also had to get a 

better handle on how students were thinking, what they already knew, and what mastery of skills 

and content looked like. All of this should make teaching and learning more efficient and 

effective in post-Covid schools. 

 

“What Can We Learn from Covid-Era Instruction?” by John Hattie in Educational Leadership, 

May 2021 (Vol. 78, #8, pp. 14-17); Hattie can be reached at jhattie@unimelb.edu.au.  

 

 

“Learning Loss” – Wrong and Right Solutions 

 In this online article, Harvey Silver and Jay McTighe worry that “lost learning” is an 

unfortunate way to define the challenge schools face as they reopen for in-person instruction. By 

framing the challenge as instructional time lost, there’s a tendency to think the solution is rapidly 

covering the curriculum that students missed – which has two downsides. “At the classroom 

level,” say Silver and McTighe, “this solution could take the form of cutting out any of those 

time-consuming learning activities such as discussions, debates, hands-on science investigations, 

art creation, and authentic performance tasks and projects” – instead “trying to blitz through lots 

of factual information.” 

 Rather than focusing on the content that wasn’t covered during remote and hybrid 

instruction, they propose two more-productive approaches: 

 • Prioritizing the curriculum on outcomes that matter the most – A simple but effective 

way to accomplish this is preceding the title of each curriculum unit with the words, A study in… 

Several examples: 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational_leadership/may21/vol78/num08/What_Can_We_Learn_from_COVID-Era_Instruction¢.aspx
mailto:jhattie@unimelb.edu.au


 12 

- The calendar – A study in systems 

- Linear equations – A study in mathematical modeling 

- Media literacy – A study in critical thinking 

- Any sport – A study in technique 

- Argumentation – A study in craftsmanship 

Preceding a unit title with those three words, say Silver and McTighe, “establishes a conceptual 

lens to focus learning on transferable ideas, rather than isolated facts or discrete skills.” 

 It’s also helpful to frame the unit around Essential Questions. For the five units above, 

here are some possibilities: 

- How is the calendar a system? What makes a system a system?  

- How can mathematics model or represent change? What are the limits of a mathematical 

model? 

- Can I trust this source? How do I know what to believe in what I read, hear, and view?  

- Why does technique matter? How can I achieve maximum power without losing control? 

- What makes an argument convincing? How do you craft a persuasive argument? 

Well-framed Essential Questions are open-ended, stimulate thinking, discussions, and debate, 

and raise additional questions. 

 • Engaging learners in deeper learning that will endure – “To learn deeply,” say Silver 

and McTighe, “students need to interact with content, e.g., by linking new information with prior 

knowledge, wrestling with questions and problems, considering different points of view, and 

trying to apply their learning to novel situations.” The most important skills are comparing, 

conceptualizing, reading for understanding, predicting and hypothesizing, perspective-taking, 

and exercising empathy.  

 A kindergarten example: challenging students to predict how high they can stack blocks 

before a tower falls down, then having them try different hypotheses and see what works best, 

and note the success factors. “This focus on cause and effect will become a yearlong inquiry for 

students,” say Silver and McTighe, “as they learn to use it to examine scientific phenomena, 

characters’ behavior in stories, and even their own attitudes and motivations as learners.” (The 

full article, linked below, includes a middle-school unit on genetically modified food and a high-

school unit comparing the educational philosophies of Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. 

DuBois.) 

 This two-part approach to curriculum is not just “a stopgap measure tied to current 

anxieties about learning loss,” conclude Silver and McTighe: “Framing content around big ideas 

and actively engaging students in powerful forms of thinking is good practice – in any year, 

under any conditions.”  

 

“Learning Loss: Are We Defining the Problem Correctly?” by Harvey Silver and Jay McTighe 

on McTighe’s website, May 7, 2021; McTighe can be reached at jmctigh@aol.com.  

 

 

https://secureservercdn.net/198.71.233.9/4ba.49d.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Learning-Loss-–-Are-We-Defining-the-Problem-Correctly-1-1.pdf
mailto:jmctigh@aol.com
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Three Cautionary Notes as Regular School Resumes 

 In this Education Gadfly article, consultant Dale Chu says there are three issues that 

could potentially “gum up the works” as the pandemic recedes: 

 • Mask mandates – Some educators and students may continue in-school mask wearing in 

perpetuity, and there should be no objection to that. Requiring students to wear masks can help 

families feel comfortable sending their children back to school, but as vaccination rates rise, 

mandates are already provoking strong opposition in some quarters. If schools don’t find the 

middle ground, says Chu, “this fracas could pose a real distraction to getting schools back to any 

semblance of the ordinary.” 

 • Standardized testing – Students, educators, and parents “have grown accustomed to the 

absence of a yearly academic checkup,” he says, and anti-testing activists are making the 

argument that no harm has been done. A growing number of educators and parents are 

questioning the whole premise of annual testing and the important insights it generates.  

 • The four-day school week – Before the pandemic, a shortened school week was mostly 

limited to the intermountain West, says Chu, but the idea has since spread “as thousands of 

districts have used the discredited pretense of deep cleaning to dial back the amount of live 

instruction per week.” If districts decide to make the four-day week a permanent fixture, that will 

mean fewer instructional hours at a point when academic learning time is more essential than 

ever. 

 “We are nothing if not creatures of habit,” concludes Chu, “and in the case of keeping 

masks on, testing off, and four-day school weeks the new normal, these routines may prove to be 

stubborn habits to break… So while it’s heartening to know that teachers are setting their sights 

on the tutoring and other programming that may soon be required – with policymakers laying out 

the tools to help – we would do well to keep an eye on the abiding crisis-mongering and bad-

news bias that continue to shape habits and threaten to handicap the best laid plans for reopening 

schools.”  

 

“Three Things to Watch for in Schools’ Post-Covid Recovery” by Dale Chu in Education 

Gadfly, April 29, 2021 

 

 

Priorities for Dealing with Unfinished Learning in Math and ELA 

 With an eye to closing significant learning gaps in the wake of school closures and hybrid 

instruction, this paper by Harold Asturias, Phil Daro, Judy Elliott, and Lily Wong Filmore from 

the Council of the Great City Schools, has specific suggestions on the most important 

mathematics concepts and skills for these key transitions: 

- To grade 3 (page 11-12 in the link below) 

- To grade 6 (page 13-14) 

- To algebra I (page 15-17) 

- From algebra I to geometry (page 17-19) 

The authors also have suggestions for priorities in English language arts for these transitions: 

- To grade 3 (page 21-27) 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/three-things-watch-schools-post-covid-recovery
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- To grade 6 (page 27-32) 

- To grade 9 (page 33-38) 

In addition, Asturias, Daro, Elliott, and Filmore make strong recommendations on how educators 

should handle unfinished learning as schools emerge from the pandemic: 

 • Stick to grade-level content and instructional rigor. There will be a tendency to 

immediately identify deficits and reteach/remediate. “According to research,” say the authors, 

“both are largely ineffective practices, resulting in student disengagement with school and 

greater inequities in access to grade-level instruction and educational opportunity.” Instead, 

teachers should move ahead with the grade’s curriculum, scaffolding and addressing learning 

gaps as needed. “This daily reengagement of prior knowledge in the context of grade-level 

assignments will add up over time,” they say, “resulting in more-functional learning than if we 

resort to watered down instruction or try to reteach topics out of context.”  

 • Focus on the depth of instruction, not on the pace. Similarly, there will be a tendency to 

rush to cover all the gaps in learning from the 2020-21 school year. But that will mean “rushing 

ahead of many students, leaving them abandoned and discouraged,” say the authors. “It will also 

feed students a steady diet of curricular junk food: shallow engagement with the content, low 

standards for understanding, and low cognitive load – all bad learning habits to acquire.” This 

will be especially inappropriate at a time when schools need to attend to students’ social and 

emotional wellbeing. The authors say that “taking the time to provide patient, in-depth 

instruction allows for issues related to unfinished learning to arise naturally when dealing with 

new content, allowing for just in time instruction and reengagement of students in the context of 

grade-level work.” 

 • Prioritize content and learning. Teachers need guidance on “where to invest their time 

and effort, what areas can be cut, and where they should teach only to awareness level to save 

time for priorities,” say the authors. This will allow teachers to slow down and take the time to 

fill gaps – in context – and allow for the kind of “constructive struggle” that will build students’ 

confidence and understanding. Curriculum leaders should not be asking what needs to be 

covered at each grade level, but rather, What is the importance and purpose of this topic? See the 

full text below for specific suggestions at several strategic points in the math and ELA 

curriculum.  

 • Ensure inclusion of ELLs and students with disabilities. The authors caution against 

excessive pullout of these students for remediation, advocating instead for including them in Tier 

1 instruction and having them present in regular classes at least 80 percent of the day. They 

advocate building unit and lesson plans guided by an asset-based approach and universal design 

for learning (UDL). Now more than ever, they say, “it is essential to ensure that each and every 

student has equitable access to engaging grade-level content and instructional rigor.” To support 

this, families need to be informed of the curriculum expectations and how they can support 

learning at home.  

 • Identify and address gaps in learning through instruction, avoiding the misuse of 

standardized testing. “The first instinct of many districts will be to immediately test students 

upon their return to school in order to gauge their academic levels and needs,” say the authors. 
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“This would be a mistake for many reasons” – especially if it results in achievement grouping 

and lower expectations for students who have fallen behind. The authors say the priority in the 

opening weeks should be on helping students reacclimate to school, rebuild relationships and 

trust, and gain a level of self-confidence. From the beginning, the priority needs to be “strong, 

attentive instruction, with embedded formative assessment,” responding to students’ needs in 

real time in the context of grade-level instruction. Several weeks along, diagnostic assessments 

can serve as “temperature checks” to identify key areas that will need attention. 

 • Capitalize on people’s shared experience during the crisis. Some students will reenter 

school with significant trauma as well as unfinished learning, say the authors. But they contend 

that educators should focus on the commonalities of the pandemic. “The virus, school closures, 

social distancing, and nationwide protests have created new common experiences that can serve 

as the basis for work across subjects in the first weeks of school,” they say. “This will allow 

schools and teachers to reengage students, directly address student and adult hardship, stress, or 

trauma, and resume instruction in a way that feels contextualized and responsive, helping 

students comprehend the world around them.” Every subject area – science, ELA, math, social 

studies, and more – can be part of this effort. 

 

“Addressing Unfinished Learning After Covid-19 School Closures” by Harold Asturias, Phil 

Daro, Judy Elliott, and Lily Wong Filmore, Council of the Great City Schools, Council of the 

Great City Schools, June 2020, spotted in “Using Feedback to Support Students’ Critical 

Learning” by Cathy Martin in Mathematics Teacher: Learning & Teaching PK-12, April 2021 

(Vol. 114, #4, pp. 266-268) 

 

Reinventing Schools for the “New Normal” 

 In this article in High Tech High Unboxed, Virginia school administrator Jay McClain 

says that many believe this has been a lost year. “It certainly has been a year of great loss,” he 

says. “Loss of an incomprehensible number of lives. Loss of the basic human connections and 

interactions that we crave and take for granted. But a ‘year of loss’ and a ‘lost year’ is not the 

same thing. When we say ‘lost year,’ the loss we are describing is ‘normal school.’”  

 But was the old normal so terrific? Fundamentally unchanged over the last century, our 

pre-pandemic schools failed to engage more than half of students by the time they reached high 

school, and didn’t come close to producing equitable results for students of color. The 

coronavirus has compounded these long-standing deficiencies, widening health and achievement 

gaps. “Can we really respond to these two crises by just returning to ‘normal’?” asks McClain. 

“Let’s look at this year as a welcome jolt to find the soul of what education should be for our 

students and families.” He suggests four “persistent elements” in education – time, place, group, 

and curriculum – that we should now rethink: 

 • Time – During the pandemic, following the traditional bell schedule was not 

sustainable, and schools experimented with a mix of synchronous and asynchronous activities 

with more choice for students, more sleep for adolescents, and more deference to the needs of 

working parents. As regular schooling resumes, McClain believes we should open up choices for 

when older students are in school – morning, afternoon, or evening. “Think of the impact that 

https://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/313/CGCS_Unfinished%20Learning.pdf
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this could have,” he says, “for high-school students who need to have a job, watch their siblings, 

or whose parents work a late shift. We are due for a mindset shift in which the time of school 

gives students and families the best options for success.”  

 • Place – With schools closed by the virus, learning was no longer linked to classrooms, a 

school building, or even an attendance zone. As “normal” returns, many families will exercise 

choice on a sliding scale from full-time in a building to full-time remote, sometimes crossing 

geographic boundaries. “All of this depends on ensuring that we have the WiFi infrastructure and 

accessibility to technology across communities that has been so lacking,” says McClain. “Access 

to the Internet is understood now, more than ever, as not only essential to commerce and the 

operation of government in a pandemic, but also to the learning of students.”  

 • Group – Over the last year, most schools didn’t change how they grouped students; 

third-grade classes still functioned as such, as did algebra groups. But there was some loosening 

up – students grouped by needs, teachers specializing in areas of strength, students from different 

schools being taught together. Returning to “normal,” says McClain, “the potential to rethink 

learning/class groups goes far beyond this.” With time and place more flexible, there’s potential 

for a variety of groupings in synchronous and asynchronous settings, from lectures to lessons on 

topics chosen by students to small-group activities to individual teacher-student check-ins. In 

addition, teachers can work across boundaries with colleagues and students and have much more 

flexibility regrouping students during the year. 

 • Curriculum – “A fundamental shift that has long been needed,” says McClain, “is with 

the balance between a common curriculum and the context of each child – [their] needs, 

interests, styles, and passions.” He believes that now is the time to pare each grade’s curriculum 

standards down to a smaller set of high-leverage standards in reading, writing, math, science, and 

social studies, and give students more choice in how they master them while pursuing their 

passions. “In this way,” he says, “we can be more culturally responsive to our students and cause 

our students to feel a sense of belonging and purpose and not just be taught how to conform.”  

 In short, McClain concludes, we have the opportunity to build a great deal more choice 

and customization into time, place, groupings, and the curriculum. “Choice does not mean we 

need to take away the elements of our current system that work for some families,” he says. 

“Rather, it means we provide a variety of pathways that will work for all families… The needs of 

families, the passions of our students, and our own humanity demand that we meet students and 

families where they are and give them choice so that we wrap around them, not the other way 

around.”  

 

“A Found Year” by Jay McClain in High Tech High Unboxed, April 9, 2021; McClain can be 

reached at jmcclain@hopewell.k12.va.us.  

 

 

Pandemic-Inspired Classroom Practices That Should Continue 

 In this Edutopia article, California English teacher Samantha Pack says there may be a 

silver lining from this challenging year: a set of insights and ideas that can, when schools return 

to normal, improve instruction and increase student agency: 

https://hthunboxed.org/unboxed_posts/a-found-year/
mailto:jmcclain@hopewell.k12.va.us


 17 

 • A living agenda – Instead of writing the daily schedule and assignments on the board, 

Pack has been creating a digital agenda for the unit that includes an outline of the day’s lesson, 

the rationale for each activity, relevant hyperlinks, and homework. This constantly updated 

agenda, which provides access to all unit materials, lets students see how the unit is progressing, 

provides talking points for teacher-student conferences, and supports self-paced learning. With 

this agenda at their fingertips, students shouldn’t have any, “Wait, what did we do today?” 

moments at home. 

 • Orchestrating back-channel engagement – The way the chat function has been used in 

remote instruction – soliciting quick feedback, checking for understanding, engaging quieter 

students, doing one-on-one check-ins, and a space for “parking lot” ideas – can definitely be 

incorporated in regular classes. This can be done with high-tech tools like Mentimeter and 

Google Docs, or low-tech whiteboards and chart paper, providing nonverbal channels to get 

more students engaged with the content.  

 • Mindful breaks – “Remote learning has made breaks nonnegotiable,” says Pack, “and 

there’s no reason why we should abandon those benefits…” During longer blocks of in-person 

instruction, breaks are a must, with student input on when they take place. Pack recommends not 

taking breaks in the first 20 minutes of a class, and giving students accountability tasks to 

complete before and after breaks. Pauses in instruction are also good for teachers – to check 

work for misunderstandings, figure out student groupings, reflect on the lesson so far, and model 

screen-free mindfulness. 

 • Splitting whole-group discussions in half – Zoom classes have made it possible for 

teachers to have two simultaneous discussions, which gives each student more air-time and takes 

conversations to a deeper level. Pack suggests modifying this process with in-person classes by 

assigning half the class a quiet independent task (perhaps using headphones to avoid being 

distracted) while the other half has a discussion, then flipping the groups.  

 • Soliciting student feedback – “Remote learning has found many teachers eager to know 

what’s going on behind those small squares of students on their screens,” says Pack. Many 

teachers have used polls and surveys to check in with students on pacing, learning modalities, 

and homework load – and to get a sense of their morale and mental health. This practice certainly 

should continue with in-person instruction, she says, fostering mutual understanding and student 

voice and choice. 

 

“Enduring Practices from Remote Learning” by Samantha Pack in Edutopia, April 2, 2021 

 

 

Options for Spending Recently Approved Federal Funds 

 In this Education Gadfly article, Marguerite Roza and Chad Aldeman say district 

policymakers have a lot of leeway for spending $122 billion of K-12 relief funding approved by 

Congress last month. It’s clear, however, that the money is short-term, which means, say Roza 

and Aldeman, that “leaders who commit to things they won’t be able to afford once the money 

runs out are setting themselves up to fall off a funding cliff in a few years.”  

https://www.edutopia.org/article/enduring-practices-remote-teaching
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 The new funding comes to about $2,450 per child, with variations by state and school 

district. Roza and Aldeman present five options for addressing unfinished learning, each costing 

about $1,000 per child. They encourage districts to open up a discussion on which combination 

will have the greatest impact: 

• Option A: Reduce class sizes by two students for a year. This would ease teachers’ 

workload a little, but it wouldn’t add instructional time for students who have fallen behind. It 

would also mean hiring more teachers, which would get tricky when the funding stops. 

• Option B: Extend a school year by four weeks for all students. This would add 

instructional time, but wouldn’t focus extra help on the students who need it the most. 

• Option C: Provide one-third of students with a year of intensive tutoring. This supports 

the neediest students and would work only if schools organized a large-scale, effective tutoring 

program above and beyond regular instruction and persuaded students to participate. 

• Option D: Offer four-week learning camps for all students for the summer of 2021 and 

2022. The impact would depend on whether lagging students attended, which depends on 

competing summer activities and family preferences. 

• Option E: Let principals decide what makes the most sense for their school. This would 

spur creativity and customize interventions to each school’s needs, but there would be 

inconsistencies and a need for accountability.  

“One thing’s for sure,” conclude Roza and Aldeman: “District leaders should prepare to be 

judged for how they spend their federal relief money. Big one-time sums draw big scrutiny.” 

 

“Reduce Class Sizes, Lengthen the School Year, Provide Tutoring – or Let Principals Decide?” 

by Marguerite Roza and Chad Aldeman in Education Gadfly, April 8, 2021 

 

 

Maximizing the Impact of 2021 Summer Schools 

 In this article in Chalkbeat, Matt Barnum reports on what researchers and districts have 

learned about running effective summer school programs: 

 • Find ways to get high attendance. The evidence is that only students who regularly 

attend summer school make gains – but threatening to hold students back if they don’t show up 

is often counterproductive. The best strategy is to avoid drudgery and make summer school 

attractive by including music, art, dance, and field trips to live theater and art museums, as well 

as reading and math. A highly engaging summer program goes beyond test-score gains, building 

students’ connections to school and willingness to take advanced courses.  

 • Reach out to families and address barriers to attendance. Many parents need to be 

coaxed to sign up their children. It’s helpful to identify students who will benefit the most, make 

personal contact with their families, and reassure parents about transportation, accommodating 

working hours, and Covid safety measures.  

 • Make summer school appealing for teachers. Those who are on the fence about 

teaching in the summer after a very difficult year need to think, “Oh, I could do this.” 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/reduce-class-sizes-lengthen-school-year-provide-tutoring-or-let-principals
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Enticements might include higher pay, small class sizes, curriculum resources, and the option to 

work half days and have fewer preps.  

 • Go with in-person instruction. The difficulties with online instruction that educators and 

children have experienced in 2020-21 will only be magnified over the summer, and studies 

conducted before the pandemic show few gains from summer programs conducted remotely. 

 • Spin summer school as getting a head start on the coming school year. Better yet, have 

teachers from the school year loop with students into summer school, or summer school teachers 

remain with students into the 2021-22 year (although these approaches are likely to be 

logistically challenging and should be used only when looping is easy to orchestrate).  

 • Don’t over-promise. After all, summer school is only a few extra weeks of instruction. 

But there may be gains beyond book learning, including students reengaging with school, 

reconnecting with friends, and giving their parents a break from 24/7 child care. “The challenge 

is so substantial,” said one school leader. “It’s not a one-year approach. It’s a three-year 

approach.”  

 

“Summer School Programs Are Set to Grow. Here Are 6 Tips for Making Them Successful” by 

Matt Barnum in Chalkbeat, March 30, 2021 

 

 

Grading for Learning, Not Sorting 

 “Now is the time to ask straightforward questions about what we’ve learned in this 

extraordinary year,” says Justin Wells (Envision Learning Partners) in this article in Edutopia. 

“In general, things that worked during the pandemic are things we should do more of. Things 

that broke down or exacerbated inequities deserve serious rethinking.”  

Wells’s nominee in the latter category: point-based grading. Students getting zeroes for 

missed assignments, and having those averaged into their overall grades, has been a major factor 

in a spiraling failure rate in recent months. This is one of several problems with points. Another 

is turning school into a numbers game. A student is asked how she’s doing in a course. Her 

answer: “I’m getting a 74.” Nothing about learning goals, skills that need work, or a pathway to 

improvement.  

 There’s nothing inherently wrong with points, says Wells. Some aspects of learning are 

measurable – there are right and wrong answers – and teachers need to keep track and assess 

students on objective criteria. But there are ways to avoid the negative effects. Here are Wells’s 

suggestions: 

 • Don’t add up all grades. A lot of the work students do is formative in nature – 

homework, practice exercises, short quizzes – intended to build mastery. But when these pieces 

are aggregated and become part of a summative grade, bumps on the road to learning have a 

disproportionate impact. “As a teacher,” says Wells, “when I kept my students’ practice data 

discrete (or ignored the aggregations that grading software would do without my asking it to), I 

was better able to preserve an analytic lens when surveying evidence of student learning. My 

conversations with students were more nuanced. I found it easier to awaken them, rather than 

coerce them, into the understanding that practice and performance are strongly correlated.”  

https://www.chalkbeat.org/2021/3/30/22359131/summer-school-covid-stimulus-lessons-best-practices-strategies-research
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 • Have students think in terms of a portfolio. Often used in visual arts, the idea is to have 

students curate demonstrations of learning and think of the collection as a photo album. 

“Portfolios tend to move assessment in healthy directions,” says Wells, “opening more paths to 

success, inviting more student engagement, focusing more on the work, and creating more 

opportunities for revision and redemption.”  

 • Use a 4-point rubric for course grades. It’s significant that GPAs, most rubrics, and 

letter grades use roughly the same 4-point scale, translated by one teacher thusly: 

4 – You nailed it 

3 – You got it. 

2 – You almost got it. 

1 – Something isn’t working here. 

Describing each level in a straightforward 4-level course rubric is very helpful to students, 

especially those who are struggling, whereas byzantine point systems are confusing and 

demoralizing. “My students’ relationships to their grades changed dramatically when they used a 

rubric to self-assess,” says Wells. “Their conclusions almost always matched my own. When 

they didn’t, important conversations ensued, and sometimes I would have to rethink my 

judgment.” Using this approach, a grade is “a description of the student’s learning, as 

demonstrated through evidence.” 

 • Listen to students for whom things are not working well. Many successful students have 

figured out how to do well in a points-based grading system and don’t see a problem. But 

struggling students are the canary in the mine, and improving the system for them will improve it 

for everyone, says Wells.  

 

“What’s Wrong with Points?” by Justin Wells in Edutopia, April 2, 2021; Wells can be reached 

at justin@envisionlearning.org.  

 

 

Which Covid-Time Practices Will We Carry Over to the New Normal? 

 In this Chronicle of Higher Education article, Beth McMurtrie shares pandemic-driven 

innovations instructors say they will keep using when in-person classes return. Although written 

for a university audience, most of these suggestions also apply to K-12: 

 • Make connections – Several instructors told McMurtrie that taking time to “simply talk 

to students” before and at the end of classes “paid off in ways both expected and surprising.” 

Giving students time to talk about what was on their minds helped build relationships and know 

“the competing pressures in their students’ lives.” It’s part of teachers’ realization that the 

teacher/student ratio of classroom talk needs to bend more toward student talk. “My bet,” says 

Clay Shirky of New York University, “is that the biggest shift from Covid will not be any one 

tool or technique, but a broadening sense that engagement is not merely something that students 

‘bring to class,’ but is a result of the environment of the class itself, and that environment can be 

designed to better support or encourage engagement.”  

https://www.edutopia.org/article/whats-wrong-points
mailto:justin@envisionlearning.org
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 • Online guest speakers – “I know I could have been doing this for years,” says Andrea 

Bixler of Clarke University in Iowa, “but I was never forced to, so I never did. Now I have guest 

speakers from around the region (and they could be from much farther afield) join my classes to 

discuss various topics.” And, she added, it’s more environmentally responsible because there’s 

no travel.  

 • Online tutoring – Several instructors reported that offering one-on-one instruction via 

Zoom greatly increased the number of students who showed up. Continuing this after the 

pandemic seems worthwhile for tutoring, advising, coaching writing, and other individual 

support. “Definitely a keeper!” said one instructor.  

 • Flexibility with due dates and grading – The concern here is accusations of unfairness 

or favoritism when an instructor “goes easy” with some students. But during the pandemic, being 

flexible with deadlines has not been seen as giving students a pass. Kari Morgan, an instructor at 

Kansas State University, started giving full credit for late work. She checked with her students 

on adopting that policy going forward, and hearing no complaints, she plans to continue flexible 

deadlines with no penalty when regular classes resume. “Treating students with respect and care 

builds trust,” says Morgan. “This serves as a foundation for learning. It also allows me to focus 

on the ‘big’ issues, and not the nitpicky ones. I mean, really, if I am not going to grade at the 

stroke of midnight, why does it matter if their work is a bit late?” But she is strict on assignments 

that need to be handed in as preparation for a specific class, and explains why. 

 • Virtual faculty workshops – “We have gotten double or triple the attendance we used to 

have,” says Karyn Sproles, dean of faculty development at the U.S. Naval Academy, “and the 

workshops have been even more interactive through chat and small groups… Not only did they 

answer questions we asked them to respond to in chat, but they asked questions, answered each 

other’s questions, and posted links to resources.” 

 

“Teaching: After the Pandemic, What Innovations Are Worth Keeping?” by Beth McMurtrie in 

The Chronicle of Higher Education, April 1, 2021 

 

 

Supporting Students As They Emerge from Remote Instruction 

 In this Phi Delta Kappan column, Phyllis Fagell counsels a third-grade teacher who 

writes, “These eight- and nine-year-old kids can’t manage little setbacks well, whether it’s a 

tough worksheet problem or a missed chance to be line leader, and I think it’s because they’re 

also coping with big disappointments.” Her students hate Zoom and lack the resilience they 

exhibited in the past. The teacher asks how she can reacclimate next year’s students when 

they’ve been through so much.  

 “The pandemic has had a huge impact on children,” Fagell responds, “changing how they 

learn, live, and play. And no two kids are going to respond exactly the same way, because 

everyone has a different backstory and risk factors.” Teachers are a vital part of kids’ support 

system, she says, and quotes two experts with suggestions: 

 • The 80/20 rule – “Typically, after a disaster, around 80% of kids will be just fine and 

recover well, and around 20% will struggle,” says Jonathan Wilson, director of OpSAFE 

https://www.chronicle.com/newsletter/teaching/2021-04-01
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International. Adults who focus on the 20% “end up playing whack-a-mole, jumping from crisis 

to crisis. It’s better to work with the 100% to rebuild community, talk about feelings, and reduce 

distress. Then the whole group helps you support the 20% and everybody builds resilience.” 

 • Anticipation and problem-solving – If, for example, students are having problems with 

new classroom groupings that separate them from friends, the teacher might suggest after-school 

play dates to keep those connections, suggests Ryan DeLapp, a child psychologist at Montefiore 

Health Systems in New York City. Problem-solving skills need explicit instruction, followed by 

praise when students apply them successfully, and when they deal well with disappointments. An 

important teacher skill: knowing when a student meltdown is coming and putting aside 

academics for a few minutes of quiet reading, mindfulness, or play.  

 

“Career Confidential: A Teacher Wants to Help Students Manage Disappointment Better” by 

Phyllis Fagell in Phi Delta Kappan, April 2021 (Vol. 102, #7, pp. 66-67); Fagell can be reached 

at contactphyllisfagell@gmail.com.  

 

 

Robert Slavin on Tutoring as a Crucial Post-Covid Intervention 

 In this article on his website, Robert Slavin (Johns Hopkins University) bemoans the fact 

that so few U.S. schools are using research-proven programs. Medicine used to have an 

evidence-to-practice gap, but in the 1900s, penicillin, morphine, sulfa drugs, and cures for polio 

changed people’s mindset. “These breakthroughs,” says Slavin, “were explicitly engineered to 

solve health problems of great concern to the public, just as the Covid-19 vaccines were 

explicitly engineered to solve the pandemic.”  

 What is to be done about the unfinished learning of millions of students in the wake of 

the coronavirus? “All sorts of solutions have been proposed,” says Slavin, “but only one, 

tutoring, has both a solid and substantial research base and a significant number of proven, 

practical, cost-effective solutions.”  

Slavin and several colleagues are launching a new initiative, Proven Tutoring, 

http://www.proventutoring.org to promote 14 effective tutoring programs for reading and math 

and organize training and support to take them to scale. The goal is 100,000 tutors who can serve 

4 million students. Slavin suggests recruiting and training college-educated tutors “because 

evidence finds that well-supported teaching assistants get results as good as those obtained by 

certified teachers” – and getting thousands of tutors certified is not practical in the short term. 

The idea is to give schools and districts a choice of the proven tutoring programs and then 

provide PD via webinars to make sure the quality of tutoring is maintained as it’s taken to scale.  

If the initiative is successful, says Slavin, this might be the “penicillin/polio/Covid 

moment” for educational research, proving that it can solve big, practical problems in schools. 

This could lead to much more widespread implementation of proven programs for teaching 

reading, algebra, science, ELL instruction, and other areas.  

 

“ProvenTutoring.org: Getting Proven Tutoring Programs Into Widespread Practice” by Robert 

Slavin, March 2, 2021; Slavin can be reached at rslavin@jhu.edu.  

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00317217211007354?journalCode=pdka
mailto:contactphyllisfagell@gmail.com
http://www.proventutoring.org/
https://robertslavinsblog.wordpress.com/2021/03/25/proventutoring-org-getting-proven-tutoring-programs-into-widespread-practice/
mailto:rslavin@jhu.edu
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Douglas Reeves on Unfinished Learning 

 In this article in School Administrator, author/consultant Douglas Reeves offers advice to 

teachers and school leaders who face the challenge of catching students up on unfinished 

learning from the pandemic: 

 • Face reality on state standards. The learning objectives for each grade level, which 

were often too numerous before 2020-21 school closings, are beyond the pale now. This puts 

teachers in the position of making idiosyncratic choices unless leaders help them to… 

 • Focus on the essentials. Some standards are more important than others, and by 

identifying and addressing those “power standards,” we can give students the knowledge and 

skills they need to be successful at the next level of learning.  

 • Practice zero-sum pruning. For every worthy new item that is added to the curriculum, 

something that would use the same amount of classroom time needs to be subtracted.  

 • Attend to social-emotional learning. “Many students have been traumatized by illnesses 

and deaths of loved ones and the isolation from friends associated with the Covid-19 pandemic,” 

says Reeves. “It’s hard to focus on prepositional phrases, the map of South America, and the 

quadratic equation when you are not physically and emotionally safe.”  

 

“Too Many Standards? My Four Answers” by Douglas Reeves in School Administrator, March 

2021 (Vol. 78, #3, p. 14); Reeves can be reached at douglas.reeves@creativeleadership.net.  

 

 

Accelerating Elementary Students’ Post-Covid Achievement 

 This open-source Thomas B. Fordham Institute paper by Barbara Davidson and Greg 

Woodward (with input from numerous educators, including Kim Marshall) has 129 pages of 

suggestions on how elementary schools can address unfinished learning in the wake of the 

coronavirus pandemic. The table of contents: 

- School Culture and Climate: Positive school culture; adult mindsets; professional 

learning; safe and supportive climate; family engagement. 

- Curriculum: High-quality, knowledge-rich curriculum; reading; writing; mathematics; 

science and social studies; social and emotional learning. 

- Instruction: Instructional strategies; assessing student progress; supports for students with 

disabilities; supports for English learners; supports for low-income gifted and talented 

students. 

- Recovery: Targeted help and high-dosage tutoring; expanded mental-health supports; 

implementation. 

 

“The Acceleration Imperative: A Plan to Address Elementary Students’ Unfinished Learning in 

the Wake of Covid-19” Version 1.0, edited by Kathleen Carroll, the Thomas B. Fordham 

Institute, March 23, 2021  

https://www.creativeleadership.net/resources-content/too-many-standards
mailto:douglas.reeves@creativeleadership.net
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/acceleration-imperative-plan-address-elementary-students-unfinished-learning-wake
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/acceleration-imperative-plan-address-elementary-students-unfinished-learning-wake
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Is Tutoring the Best Intervention for Covid-19 Unfinished Learning? 

 In this Thomas B. Fordham Institute paper, Michael Goldstein (Match Education) and 

Bowen Paulle (University of Amsterdam) say that high-dosage tutoring has “huge potential” for 

addressing the lost learning of so many students due to the coronavirus. But they worry that 

implementing tutoring at scale will produce disappointing results. First, the research on tutoring 

is not unanimously positive: a good many unsuccessful programs were terminated before being 

written up; plus, there’s the problem of implementing tutoring on a large scale. 

Goldstein and Paulle list some attributes that have been suggested for an effective tutoring 

program: 

- Substantial tutoring time each week; 

- Mandatory for targeted students; 

- Strong, sustained tutor-tutee relationships; 

- Aligning tutoring with the school curriculum; 

- Close monitoring of student knowledge and skills; 

- Oversight of tutors to assure quality interactions. 

Sounds straightforward, right? “If you believe tutoring is simple,” say Goldstein and Paulle, 

“then the path to scale is easy: Get some cash, use it to pay smart and kind adults to sit across 

from kids and teach, create some rules, and get to work.”  

But sometimes tutoring flops. Natalie Wexler, a noted education writer, described a 

recent one-on-one session she conducted in a school. The tutee stared straight ahead, refused to 

answer questions, “clearly hated the whole exercise, and eventually refused to come.” This 

student wished she was back with her classmates where she might actually be learning 

something, as opposed to practicing the skill of the week – summarizing – with a book about the 

Golden Gate Bridge.  

“Natalie’s example was with one student,” say Goldstein and Paulle. “Frequently there 

are two to four kids in a tutorial. Some are not paying attention, eyes drawn to the windows, or 

covertly scanning phones in their laps. Some are confused, brows furrowed. Some are irritable, 

lips pursed, sighing theatrically at the slightest challenge, rolling their eyes at each task change. 

Often the tutor is talking too much, over-explaining. Often both parties are bored with the 

curriculum. Maybe the Zoom session just timed out. Maybe Kid 1 was tight with Kid 2 in 

September, but they had a big fight, and now they hate each other. Maybe Kid 3 was ‘sort of 

OK’ with tutoring but became resentful when the tutor called her mom and mentioned missed 

assignments.”  

Likening tutoring in schools to the challenge of creating a new vaccine, Goldstein and 

Paulle say that in human cells, things are constantly changing, and successful vaccines have to be 

designed to adapt to those changes. Similarly, school conditions are always in flux: “New 

schedules. New leadership. New priorities. New internal politics.” A tutoring program that tries 

to create a recipe (a list of best practices) and apply it consistently won’t do well in this 

environment. Conventional, rule-following managers are not good at adapting to change, say 
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Goldstein and Paulle. A different kind of leader is needed for tutoring programs to succeed at 

scale: people who thrive on solving problems. 

“These unusual managers obsessively look for problems caused by school changes,” they 

say, “fiercely try to fix them, and humbly realize that often their first and second and third ‘fix 

attempts’ might not work. They persist until they get the right result.” Their hypothesis is that if 

tutoring programs are led by managers like this, they can succeed at scale. 

But first there needs to be an open competition, as with Covid-19 vaccines, for 

“candidate” tutoring programs tried out with small populations of students. Those that are 

successful (which will be a small percentage) should then be tried with a larger population of 

students, and again, the failures discarded – and so on. Again, the key ingredient is managers 

who embrace failure and uncertainty, keep trying, and constantly improve tutoring interventions. 

 

“The Narrow Path to Do It Right: Lessons from Vaccine Making for High-Dose Tutoring” by 

Michael Goldstein and Bowen Paulle in a Thomas B. Fordham Institute paper, March 2021; 

Paulle can be reached at B.Paulle@uva.nl.  

 

 

What Will Change When We’re Back To Regular School? 

 In this interview with Suzanne Bouffard and Elizabeth Foster in The Learning 

Professional, Jal Mehta (Harvard University) says the disruption of the pandemic has spurred 

new thinking about schooling – for example, teachers using “flipped” instruction, with students 

listening to recorded mini-lectures at night and having lively synchronous discussions about 

them the next day. As schools return to in-person instruction, says Mehta, “it might be a really 

positive opportunity to incorporate what’s working and let go of what’s not working.” To jump-

start that process, he suggests asking questions like these: 

- What have you learned about your students and their families this year? 

- How could that shape the way you connect with families and students next year? 

- What has worked well this year, and how could you amplify those things as you 

transition out of emergency education mode? 

- What are you not looking forward to about going back to “regular” school? 

During remote schooling, educators have really missed the informal connections with colleagues 

in hallways and lunchrooms but appreciated the slower pace of life, not commuting, and having 

more time with family. Mehta says we need to allow for a period of “hospicing” as we let go of 

things that have been important to us but now seem less helpful.  

 Gearing up for a “new normal,” timing is important. “Teachers are not going to have the 

bandwidth for significant reimagining during the school year,” says Mehta. This June and July, 

during paid professional time, will be the best opportunity for teachers and administrators to 

brainstorm about what worked well and do some initial planning for the school year ahead. 

“Then, in August,” he says, “when there is fresh energy, a lot of schools have at least a few days 

of professional learning time, and that would be a natural time to talk about what will be 

different in the coming school year.”  

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/narrow-path-do-it-right-lessons-vaccine-making-high-dosage-tutoring
mailto:B.Paulle@uva.nl
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 School and district leaders have a vital role in orchestrating these conversations. The 

research points to four tasks: 

- Naming practices that have worked well during the pandemic, like better connections 

with families; 

- Nourishing practices that are starting to take root and helping them grow; 

- Connecting educators with similar instincts and interests so they can think things through, 

which means scheduling common time and using remote connections; 

- Growing expertise by drawing on the best thinking inside and outside the school.  

“But overall,” says Mehta, “we don’t currently have the time we need for adults in schools, and 

that’s a huge barrier to everything else we’re trying to do. That needs to be addressed.”  

 In that regard, he describes how educators in Chelsea, Massachusetts negotiated an extra 

10 days for professional learning at the beginning of the school year. After reflecting on their 

own experiences as students, teachers conducted “trust visits” with families on sidewalks outside 

students’ homes, elsewhere outside the school buildings, and on Zoom. Then the district 

convened nine “working tables” in which teachers, educators, and families across different 

schools focused on an issue (with parents doing most of the sharing and educators most of the 

listening) and made recommendations for the upcoming year.  

 Mehta closes with a question: “What’s the equivalent of the chat box when we go back to 

in-person learning? I don’t have a good answer yet, but I’m hoping some teachers will have a 

good answer.”  

 

“Crisis Creates Opportunity. Will We Seize It?” Jal Mehta interviewed by Suzanne Bouffard and 

Elizabeth Foster in The Learning Professional, February 2021 (Vol. 42, #1, pp. 32-35); Mehta is 

at jal_mehta@gse.harvard.edu, Bouffard at suzanne.bouffard@learningforward.org, and Foster 

at elizabeth.foster@learningforward.org.  

 

 

Some Recommendations for the Fall 

 In this Education Gadfly article, Michael Petrilli shares a preliminary set of crowd-

sourced recommendations for the hoped-for reopening of fully in-person instruction: 

- Aim for acceleration, not remediation. 

- Build everything around a set of high-quality, content-rich instructional materials. 

- Ensure that tutoring and other extended-learning opportunities are closely tied to regular 

classroom instruction and curriculum. 

- Offer beefed-up mental health services.  

- Work hard at getting the school’s culture right “since a great culture is what’s going to 

largely determine whether kids get the social and emotional support they most need,” 

says Petrilli. 

He continues to advocate for schools to insert a “second 2nd grade” to accommodate the 

unfinished learning of many students in the wake of the pandemic.  

 

https://learningforward.org/journal/looking-ahead/crisis-creates-opportunity-will-we-seize-it/
mailto:jal_mehta@gse.harvard.edu
mailto:suzanne.bouffard@learningforward.org,d
mailto:elizabeth.foster@learningforward.org
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“Personalized Learning for the Wee Ones in the Wake of the Pandemic, Part I” by Michael 

Petrilli in Education Gadfly, March 4, 2021 

 

 

Douglas Reeves on How PD Must Change After the Pandemic 

 In this Educational Leadership article, author/consultant Douglas Reeves suggests how 

the current crisis should reshape teacher learning:  

 • Beyond one-shot events – Workshops and keynote addresses may be entertaining, but to 

change teaching and learning, says Reeves, what’s required is deliberate practice: “practice that 

is motivated by a compelling desire to improve, requires extra effort, is sustained over a long 

period of time, and is accompanied by feedback.”  

 • Tailored PD – “If we are to practice the personalization that we preach,” says Reeves, 

“then every faculty member will have a professional learning profile that shows current 

knowledge and skills, immediate and long-term professional learning needs, and the ability and 

willingness to support colleagues in critical skill areas.”  

 • Less inspiration, more perspiration – Rhetoric about racial injustice is hollow, says 

Reeves, without specific actions to remedy inequitable practices – for example, toxic approaches 

to grading. “The notion that feelings and beliefs must precede changes in actions and practices is 

unsupported by the evidence,” he says. “On the contrary, behavior often precedes belief.”  

 • From evaluation to coaching – Reeves is sharply critical of the traditional teacher 

evaluation process of infrequent, announced classroom visits and compliance-driven end-of-year 

paperwork. “As time is inherently a zero-sum gain,” he says, “every hour devoted to this 

pointless evaluation drill is an hour that could have been devoted to coaching and supporting 

teachers and leaders throughout the year.”  

 • From fragmentation to focus – Because of the unfinished learning experienced by so 

many students during the pandemic, he believes it’s more important than ever to focus on the 

“power standards” for each grade level: those that have leverage across disciplines (e.g., 

writing), recur from one grade to another, and are essential for success at the next grade level. In 

addition, too many schools are succumbing to the Christmas-tree effect, taking on one enticing 

program after another. “The essential task of the leader,” says Reeves, “is to say no to every 

temptation that fragments the time, attention, and energy of students and teachers.”  

 

“Five Professional Learning Transformations for a Post-Covid World” by Douglas Reeves in 

Educational Leadership, February 2021 (Vol. 78, #5, pp. 44-48); Reeves can be reached at 

douglas.reeves@creativeleadership.net.  

 

 

Reimagining Schools When We Return to a New Normal 

 “It’s looking as though all schools should be able to open fully in the fall,” says Jal Mehta 

(Harvard Graduate School of Education) in this New York Times article. “The pandemic is giving 

us an opportunity to make a pivot that we should have made long ago.” His suggestions: 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/personalized-learning-wee-ones-wake-pandemic-part-i
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational_leadership/feb21/vol78/num05/Five_Professional_Learning_Transformations_for_a_Post-COVID_World.aspx
mailto:douglas.reeves@creativeleadership.net
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 • Rethink one-size-fits-all schooling. The pandemic has produced a wide variety of 

student responses: some kids haven’t missed the social pressures and anxieties of in-person 

schooling, while others feel lonely at home and can’t wait to be back in school. Some shy 

students have learned how to participate more fully in class via the chat function, and others have 

enjoyed small-group interaction in breakout rooms. “When we reopen schools,” says Mehta, 

“could we do so in a way that creates different kinds of opportunities for all kinds of students – 

introverts and extroverts, fast processors and reflective thinkers?” 

 • Make schools more human. Paradoxically, the distance created by remote classes has 

forced schools to get in closer touch with students’ and families’ life circumstances – and how 

those intersect with what schools expect. “We are often in such a rush in school – from one class 

to the next, from one topic to another – that we don’t remember that the fundamental job is to 

partner with families to raise successful human beings,” says Mehta. “The pandemic is helping 

many of us to think about our students in a fuller and more holistic way.” Many teachers are 

building stronger relationships, having frequent check-ins, delving into relevant curriculum 

topics (including racial injustice), designing tasks that give students agency and purpose, and 

allowing students more choices - including the music they play during breaks. Another important 

development: adolescents are getting more sleep, which one study credits for reducing mental 

health issues in recent months.  

 • Rethink the high-school schedule. The seven-period day is “unsafe in person, 

unmanageable at home” says Mehta. Some schools have experimented with a quarter system 

where students take no more than three subjects at a time, allowing teachers to work with far 

fewer students (for example, 80 instead of 160) and focus more on relationships and deeper 

understanding of content. One Wisconsin high school took personalization a step further, 

assigning every adult 10-15 students and to be “on call” for them as they navigate their virtual 

classes. 

• Reconcile the interests of educators and families. In some districts, says Mehta, teachers 

have been “demonized” for pushing back on school reopening to protect their own health and 

safety. This is a shame, because teachers are essential workers, and “the success of students is 

intimately connected to the success of teachers… Coming up with ways to build trust and find 

solutions that are good for both students and adults is one of the meta-lessons of the pandemic,” 

he says. 

• Make up lost ground. In one recent survey, 56 percent of teachers said they’ve taught 

only half the curriculum they cover in in normal times, if that, and the impact has been greatest 

in lower-income communities and for children of color. “The right choice here,” says Mehta, “is 

to get very specific on what needs to be made up and what does not; teams of teachers and 

administrators could work together to decide what is essential to keep and what can be pared.” 

The goal: “greater depth on fewer topics.” Funding and access to counseling, technology, and 

broadband need to be equalized, and Mehta believes there should be a moratorium on 

standardized testing this spring.  

 

“Make Schools More Human” by Jal Mehta in The New York Times, December 27, 2020; Mehta 

can be reached at jal_mehta@gse.harvard.edu.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/23/opinion/covid-schools-vaccine.html
mailto:jal_mehta@gse.harvard.edu
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Is This Looping’s Moment? 

 In this article in Education Drive, Texas first-grade teacher Mark Rogers says that every 

year, the two months after spring break are precious – “an opportunity to crystallize an entire 

year’s worth of human connection, learning, and special classroom memories.” But not this year, 

with almost all students and teachers deprived of in-person connections. Rogers sees the 

transition from this year to 2020-21 as the perfect time for looping – teachers keeping their 

students for the next grade level. Here’s why he believes principals should support looping: 

- Teachers bring into the next year all the human connections from this school year; 

- With high-need students, teachers can carry forward the trust that was earned this year, 

again saving time and emotional energy; 

- Teachers hit the ground running in the fall by saving the time normally spent learning 

names and family information and establishing classroom routines; 

- Teachers know exactly what wasn’t covered in the previous year and will be able to more 

quickly fill in those gaps; 

- Teachers are in a better position to decide what can be skipped as they merge the 2019-20 

curriculum with 2020-21. 

“This year, more than any other, our kids need continuity,” says Rogers, “our kids need their 

teachers to know them, and, as a result, our kids need their same teacher next year.” 

 

“Why Students Need Looping Now More Than Ever” by Mark Rogers in Education Drive, April 

17, 2020, https://bit.ly/2RRR9Co  
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LINKS AND RESOURCES 

 

The Massachusetts Acceleration Roadmap – Here are suggestions from the Massachusetts 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education for returning to in-person instruction after 

the pandemic: School Leader Edition and Classroom Educator Edition. 

 

 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/covid19/on-desktop/roadmap/leader-edition.pdf
https://www.doe.mass.edu/covid19/on-desktop/roadmap/educator-edition.pdf
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