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Teaching in a pandemic 

As students return to 
schools during an 
international pandemic with 
an uncontrollable virus on 
the loose - educators need 
to do fewer things better.  
We can’t allow teachers to 
feel a sense of being 
overwhelmed.  This is a 
time for calm minds and 
careful planning.

Fostering resilient kids in 
a pandemic 

1. Social competence 
(Applying the 
regulations)


2. Problem solving (How 
can we make this work 
at our school?)


3. Autonomy (What do you 
think is a good idea?)


4. Sense of purpose 

5. Use of storytelling 

How do we cope with 
COVID-19

“We are the strivingest people 
who have ever lived. 


We are ambitious, time-starved, 
competitive, distracted.


We move past full velocity, yet 
constantly fear we are not 
doing enough.


Even though we live longer 
than any humans before us, our 
lives feel shorter, restless, 
breathless…..”


Elizabeth Gilbert (author of Eat, 
Pray, Love)

May 2020



Covid-19 and Teaching
We now need an intentional culture change 
in every school.  Human capital first.  If 
leaders look after the wellbeing of teachers, 
they will look after our children.

As teachers join the front line during the Covid-19 Pandemic, their physical and emotional well-being 
is at risk.  PPE’s are a non-negotiable and any employer who sends professionals into battle without 
the correct weapons and armour must face the consequences.  What is often overlooked at times 
like this, is the emotional and physical well-being of educators.  


In Robert Sapolsky’s book, Why Zebras don’t get Ulcers, he compares the zebra whose most 
upsetting things in life are what he calls “acute physical crises” like being charged by a hungry lion.  
Humans, on the other hand, are also designed to manage chronic physical challenges like droughts 
and famines, but what we battle to manage are psychological and social disruptions.  Like the zebra, 
humans are perfectly designed for short-term physical emergencies.  We can all handle short-term 
crises.  The problem occurs when we have to endure stress for the long haul.  Teaching without a 
lurking pandemic is a stressful experience.  Now we are in a crisis.


Teachers, like their students, have been living in a constant state of heightened alertness since the 
spread of the virus reached our shores.  The dramatic shift to constantly remember to wash our 
hands, put on a face mask, wipe down surfaces regularly and keep a healthy distance from others 
has played havoc with our emotional lives.  In fact, many educators can be described as 
experiencing trauma.  Psychologists tell us that if stress is severe enough or it endures for a long 
period of time, it can become Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, commonly referred to as PTSD.


Teachers are a special breed. Most would have been anxiously listening intently to the daily local and 
international news reports in preparation for the day they are expected to return to the chalkface.  
The inability of governments around the world, save a handful - mostly led by women, has resulted in 
tragic loss of life.  As I write this article, the richest nation in the world, the USA, often referred to as 

The solution to feeling 
overwhelmed. Dial down!


Give yourself permission to do 
fewer, better things.


The Leader is now both an 
expert and an apprentice.  This 
is new territory and we have to 
approach it intentionally.



Teachers are more 
likely to suffer from 
stress because of their 
job compared to other 
professions….

“
the leader of the free world has just clocked 
over 100 000 deaths to Covid-19.  This is 
enough to scare anyone.  Despite downward 
trends thanks to the implementation of the 
stay at home lockdowns, the gradual 
opening up of the economy and schools 
brings a deep sense of unease as the 
prospect of a second wave becomes a 
reality.


Teachers are more likely to suffer from stress 
because of their job compared to other 
professions.  In 2019, the American Institute 
of Stress (AIS) indicated that 1 in 5 teachers 
feels tense about their job most of the time. 
Add a pandemic and close encounters with 
large classes all day and that number rises 
dramatically.


It is now a perfect opportunity for school 
leaders to seriously consider looking after 
the wellbeing of educators.  


Ideas:

1. Reduce the staff meetings and red tape.  

Send brief carefully constructed Memos 
that encourage, guide and list 
administrative needs.  What can be done 
by an administrator, remove from a 
teacher’s list.


2. Change the climate. School climate is 
referred to the way we do things around 
here.  Every school has a different 
climate and you can feel it when you 
enter the building.  The leader 
determines the climate.  Whether you are 
teaching a class, leading a grade or 
subject, co-ordinating a phase or 
managing the entire organisation, the 
leader is the generator of the prevailing 
weather patterns.  The leader makes the 
choice to either threaten, comply with 
the bureaucrats, protect teachers, 
improve climate, lighten the load, 

”



brighten the day or darken the experience. 
Climate is in the hands of the leader, despite 
the circumstances.


3. Encourage exercise.  Not only does exercise 
improve mood, but it blunts the stress-
response.  There is a problem, however.  You 
have to want to do it and its benefits are only 
for a few hours to a day afterwards.  Teachers 
should focus on doing sustained aerobic 
exercises (exercise that enables you to talk 
while doing it).  The exercise should be for 20 
-30 minutes a few times a week.  Don’t 
overdo it.  Too much can be as bad as too 
little. Leaders must encourage staff to 
participate in an exercise that they like.  
Create a friendly accountability buddy system 
to hold each other accountable.  Stress loves 
an unfit body. 


 

4. Learn to breathe.  I have been in the teaching 

profession for 37 years.  I only learnt to really 
breathe against stress four years ago.  
Teachers move fast, accomplish amazing 
feats everyday, then travel home to continue 
working.  They take short, sharp breaths.  We 
need to learn to breathe in and fill our lungs 
making our tummy go out.  We call this 
tummy breathing.  Hold the breath for a 
moment and then sigh out while smiling with 
both your mouth and your eyes in gratitude 
for someone or something. This is the point 
where you make the choice to be calm. The 
full face smile while exhaling is highly effective 
when engaging with a toxic parent or 
demanding official.  It is quite scary to be on 
the receiving end of it even if your face is 
covered by a mask.  Leader:  Start each day 
with a morning staff Breathing Session.  Play 
some mellow music and teach your 
colleagues to tummy breathe.


5. Practise mindfulness.  This has received a 
bad rap in teaching circles simply because we 
haven’t fully understood its value. We 
naturally react, but it is a skill to respond.  
Reacting is FAST and responding is SLOW.  
Mastering the ability to sit and be in the 
moment and then deciding how to respond is 
the skill.  There is no better time than now for 
teachers to practise mindfulness.  Assign 15 
to 30 minutes of your day to allow your 
thoughts to settle, while concentrating on 
your breathing. In our Mindful Thinkers 
module, we provide teachers with all the 
necessary skills to not only apply mindfulness 
in their own lives, but to implement it in the 
classes without compromising teaching time.     
Leader:  Model a mindful approach to living.


Keller House offers an incredible 
professional development package 
called Mindful Thinkers which will 
guide you and your school through 
these uncertain times



Treasure the gift of teaching 
that you bring to kids in a 
time of great trauma.  You 
are a gift to the world.

“
”

6. Positive self-talk.  Our brains have a 
negative bias.  If you receive five positive 
comments during the day and one negative 
email, you will agonise over the email and 
ignore the positive comments.  In our Module 
on FAST Happiness, we train teachers to 
guide students to rewire their brains for 
Happiness.  One skill is to engage in positive 
self-talk.  Positive self-talk, when intentionally 
applied, will overwrite our negative bias.  The 
skill is to look at an event and find the neutral 
space  (that which is not positive or negative) 
and turn the neutral into positive. This means 
looking at the circumstances around the 
pandemic and asking what good can come 
out of this experience, what value can you 
bring to the organisation and the lives of the 
children who are returning to school.  And as 
you travel home, well armed with all the 
personal protection required, focus on the 
positive and talk to yourself about what you 
have achieved in the lives of those you work 
with and teach. Leader:  Look after yourself 
first.  If you are not positive you can’t infect 
your staff with positivity. 


7. Treasure your gift as a teacher.  Teachers are 
unique beings.  Everyday, I give thanks for 
teachers who are prepared to touch lives. 
The research is clear, one charismatic 
teacher in your schooling experience can 
fundamentally change your course.  
Interestingly, a charismatic teacher is defined 
as one who knows my name and smiles at 
me.  When a student is SEEN and SOOTHED 
and feels SECURE, anxiety drops and 
connection improves.  Relationship is the 
only way to move from a fixed mindset to a 
growth mindset.  You are making a huge 
difference in the life of every child who 
returns to school. The moment that a kid 
feels that they are making a difference in life, 
you will have an engaged connected student.  
Treasure this gift that you bring to a world in 
trauma. Leader:  This is the time when you 
focus on treasuring your staff.

Let’s Laugh 
Never lose a sense of humour - 

no matter how dire the situation 
may be. Laughter is the best 

medicine. 

What is success? 

At age 4 
….not peeing in your pants…… 

At age 16 
…..getting a little …… 

At age 25 
……graduation and a wedding….. 

At age 35 
…..career and family ….. 

At age 55 
….graduation and a wedding…. 

At age 65 
…getting a little …. 

At age 90 
….not peeing in your pants…. 

Follow us on our various social media platforms below for regular updates, weekly 
insights and blogs. We look forward to connecting with you.


