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Working people are stronger
together
by Randi Weingarten
President, American Federation of Teachers

“ We can bring to birth a new world from the ashes of the old.”
That line, from the century-old labor union anthem “Solidarity Forever,” feels
especially apt in this moment. Aren’t we all yearning to live in a “new world”
without the anxiety, disruptions and sorrow caused by the COVID-19
pandemic? Isn’t it well past time to sweep discrimination and violence based
on race, religion, gender and other factors into the “ashes of the old”? Can’t
the United States—the richest country in the world, yet home to 37 million
people living in poverty—“bring to birth” a world in which every person has a
decent standard of living and opportunities to get ahead?

Weingarten addressing striking educators in Scranton, Pa., on Nov. 4.

Much has been made of the divisions polarizing our country, but Americans
are united by a powerful bond: our desire for a better life for ourselves and
our families. People are anxious about rising prices for food, gas and other
essentials. They are frustrated that life isn’t snapping back from the
pandemic as quickly as they’d like. And they want fair wages and benefits,
good working conditions and a voice on the job.
New terms have emerged to describe the state of American workers—like
the “Great Resignation,” the “Great Exhaustion” and the “Great Frustration.” I
hear this sentiment from my members, most of whom work in education and
healthcare, professions under enormous strain during the pandemic. We
have a saying in my union: Together we can achieve things that would be
impossible on our own. Collective bargaining allows workers not just to ask
for things from those in power but to have some power of their own.
Today, Americans are twice as likely to have a Costco card as to have a
union card. Yet two-thirds of Americans approve of labor unions, the highest
level of approval since 1965. And nearly half of nonunion workers polled said
they would join a union in their workplace if they got the chance.
The pandemic has shone a new light on the importance of worker voice. Our
affiliates across the country negotiated health and safety protocols to reopen
schools and keep them open for in-person learning during the pandemic. And
some unions, like the Detroit Federation of Teachers, negotiated innovative
programs like the DFT’s home visit program to combat low student
attendance exacerbated by the pandemic.
But there must be good faith on both sides of the bargaining table. Warrior
Met Coal is riding high on record coal prices but has kept its employees on
strike for nearly eight months—after workers made concessions in pay and
benefits to help the company emerge from bankruptcy. Workers at Kellogg,
which racked up $307 million in profits last quarter, are in the sixth week of a
strike. The union representing employees at the Wirecutter, the New York
Times’ popular and profitable product review site, plans to strike from Black
Friday through Cyber Monday, to protest the Times’ management’s wage
proposals that would severely underpay its staff.
Nurses and health professionals at Kaiser Permanente facilities in Oregon
and Washington state, 3,400 of whom are members of my union, are
exhausted, traumatized and short-staffed after nearly two years on the
frontlines of the pandemic. Kaiser had a higher profit rate than Amazon last
year, yet it demanded a two-tier wage scale to pay new nurses less and
failed to address staffing shortages. Last week, two days before thousands of

Kaiser workers were set to strike, the parties negotiated an agreement that
makes big inroads on safe staffing levels and provides decent wages and
benefits.
This week, AFT-member lecturers at the University of California, who teach
30 percent of the courses at the university, negotiated landmark job security
protections, paid family leave and double-digit pay increases—just hours
before they were set to strike. Lecturers now won’t have to worry from one
semester to the next whether they will have a job.
Strikes are always a last resort. That’s especially true in education and
healthcare because of our responsibilities to our students and patients. But
they can’t always be averted. Teachers and paraprofessionals in Scranton,
Pa., where public schools have been shortchanged $39 million annually,
have been on strike for two weeks with strong support from parents and the
community. Instead of getting the state funding the district needs, it is under
a state-controlled “recovery” plan that has done great harm. The district has
closed school libraries; eliminated prekindergarten, art and music; and cut
other supports that help children thrive. Educators have sacrificed as well,
working five years under an expired contract with no pay increases.
In these uneasy times, working people understand that we are stronger
together. Collective bargaining can channel anger and frustration into action
to achieve economic fairness, gain voice and agency on the job, and help
Americans achieve their dreams. And for that I give thanks.

• Teacher Shortage

What Teachers Who Might
Quit Are Really Thinking

By Elizabeth Heubeck — October 28, 2021

Laura Baker/Education Week and Irina Strelnikova/iStock/Getty
Abby Norman thought she’d found the ideal teaching job. The pastor, mother of
young children, and seasoned English teacher gravitated to the teaching
position at an online Georgia charter school because of its flexibility and the
opportunity to teach her favorite grades—9th and 10th. For the first part of the
2019-20 school year, it worked out well. Then COVID hit.
“Nobody knew what was going on,” recalled Norman, who grew frustrated with
constantly evolving policies, including caps on student enrollment and
standardized testing.
Further, as online school options suddenly became exceedingly popular with
families, the school’s enrollment tripled. A week before the 2020-21 school year
started, Norman was informed that she’d be teaching an 8 a.m. high school
English class to seniors, cameras optional. The class ballooned to 50 students as

other teachers quit, and Norman received complaints from school leaders about
low class participation.
“I stuck it out until the end of the year,” said Norman. “I literally would have
done anything else.”
By now, stories like Norman’s are not unique.
The pandemic exponentially ratcheted up the stress typically associated with the
education profession, serving for many as the proverbial last straw. When asked
in March 2021 whether they would leave the profession, more than half of
teachers said they were somewhat or very likely to do so, according to
an EdWeek Research Center survey. About a third said they would have
answered that way if they’d been asked before the pandemic began.
But not everyone who thinks about quitting the profession goes through with it.
Many end up staying for financial reasons; some hang on because they’re close
to retirement. Still others keep teaching because they can’t imagine doing any
other kind of job.
Follow-up data on how many teachers have actually left or will leave the
profession because of pandemic stressors aren’t yet available, and while regional
teacher shortages are very real, there’s currently no indication that teachers
nationally are leaving the profession en masse.
Even so, school leaders are looking to understand their staff members’ concerns,
and keep as many teachers in classrooms as possible. Education Week talked to
educators and school leaders about what drives teachers to the edge, and what
can be done to lessen the chances that they’ll quit.
Re-prioritizing to improve self-care
Aberdeen Rodriguez, a 9th grade English teacher, admits that she has fantasized
about quitting her job at Thomas Edison High School in the Minneapolis school
district. She describes her deepest low in January 2021, when the prolonged
emotional toll of the pandemic, particularly the combination of extended online
teaching while parenting her own young children, threatened to overwhelm her.

“It wasn’t one thing,” she said. “It was the sum of all these parts for an extended
duration. I felt eroded emotionally. My wellness was poor.”
Subsequently, Rodriguez forced herself to do something that felt
counterintuitive: less for others, and more for herself.
“Teachers tend to be givers,” she said.
Rodriguez is no exception. But she realized that to attempt some semblance of
balance in her life, she had to give up some job responsibilities she’d taken on in
the past, even those she really enjoyed: department lead, coaching, union
steward.
“I set time aside for myself for exercise, meal planning, meditation,” she said.
Rodriguez says she made these changes on her own. “My colleagues and even
family members were overloaded with their own issues and challenges. I kind of
had to face myself and say, ‘This is on me if I want to live in a happier way.’”
Attempts at maintaining autonomy
Like Rodriguez, long-term teacher David Finkle’s self-reliance has allowed him
to maintain some satisfaction as a teacher.
“When I shut my [classroom] door, I’m generally having a blast,” he said.
But Finkle can’t always shut out the increasing demands he faces. Unlike
teachers who went on the record saying their job disenchantment began during
the pandemic, his started earlier. Finkle, who has taught language arts in
Florida’s Volusia County schools since 1990, describes feeling like his autonomy
as a teacher has gradually eroded.
In its place is pressure to conform to increasingly stringent curriculum
standards and related student assessments. Last year, Finkle said, close to 25
school days were spent on standardized tests.

When district administrators do take the time to visit his classroom, he said,
they seem to be checking in primarily to ensure that he is adhering to the
mandated curriculum.
“They’re not looking for innovation or creativity,” said Finkle, who prides
himself on both. “When you feel like you’re not encouraged to teach kids in ways
that you know works, that’s very discouraging.”
Before it’s too late: efforts to make teachers feel appreciated
Finkle’s sentiment is not uncommon among teachers.
Only about one-third of U.S. teachers reported feeling appreciated in a large
international study based on data collected prior to the pandemic. Brian White
is working to make the employees in his district know they’re valued.
White, executive director of human resources and operations for AuburnWashburn Unified School District 437 in Topeka, Kan., says that for the last few
years, his district has been conducting “stay interviews.” In those interviews,
employees are asked why they stay in their jobs and what would cause them to
leave. Feeling undervalued is a response he’s hearing increasingly from teachers.
While White acknowledges that the pandemic has created conditions beyond
districts’ control, his district is doing what it can to let employees know they are
valued.
The human resources department has been capturing stories that communicate
messages of appreciation to employees in video blogs, shared on the staff’s
website.
“Some of these stories are pretty powerful,” he said.
In one, the parent of a student who struggled during the pandemic speaks
directly to her teacher, who visibly tears up at the acknowledgement. “She really
went above and beyond,” the parent said. “She took the time to get her where
she needed to go.”

While it’s difficult to assess the direct impact of showing teacher appreciation on
retention rates, White believes that routinely checking in with employees via
stay interviews, engagement surveys, and other efforts that gauge employee
morale can help districts avoid later conversations with dissatisfied employees
on the verge of quitting.
Past the point of no return
By the time Norman—the former teacher in Georgia, who reports that she’s now
happily bartending—met with school leaders last February who begged her not
to quit, she was partway out the door. It was just a matter of time.
She was simply working out the details of her “exit plan,” which centered on
doing the calculations to ensure she and her husband could afford to lose her
salary.
Rodney Lewis, assistant superintendent of human resources at Missouri’s city of
St. Charles school district, sympathizes with the plight of teachers. One teacher
in his district recently resigned, saying that she felt like her best days teaching
were over.
“People are just tired,” he said.
While Lewis says he applauds efforts like the teacher recruitment and retention
grants being awarded by Missouri’s education department, which gives stipends
and other incentives to teachers, he isn’t convinced they will have an impact.
“We’re talking about someone’s heart,” he said. “There’s no amount of money
that can change that.”
And yet, even those teachers who do quit say it’s a tough decision.
“No teacher quits lightly,” Norman said. “They know, if I quit, another 10
students are going to go into my colleagues’ classes, and the students are going
to be confused. None of that feels good. All of that is hard.”

• Quitting

Why So Many Teachers
Are Thinking of
Quitting
Seven educators on how the pandemic drove them to finally say:
Enough is enough.

(Illustration by Guillem Casasús; illustration photography by Marçal Vaquer)
By Leslie Gray Streeter
OCTOBER 18, 2021

Three minutes. That’s all the time Lanee Higgins, a Baltimore County Public Schools
teacher, had to herself during a typical day of coronavirus-era remote learning. On her
computer screen were middle-schoolers, scattered across the county, running through
their lessons — while at home, Higgins, age 29, was trying to maintain her authority
over her classroom and her life. Sometimes her potty-training toddler, refusing to nap,
would wander into the frame when her entrepreneur husband wasn’t there to corral him.
When she just couldn’t hold on anymore, Higgins would announce a three-minute
break. She’d leave her students staring at the screen while she scurried off to use the
bathroom or steal some time to just think.
The never-ending cycle of stress had started long before the pandemic. In her short
teaching career, Higgins had already sat in a locked classroom as police officers forcibly

restrained a middle-schooler in the hallway. She’d had to call Child Protective Services
out of concern for a student, only to be told there wasn’t anything to be done. And she’d
joined her union’s negotiation team in an attempt to address her and her fellow teachers’
workplace frustrations.
But remote teaching demolished the boundaries between that tumult and home,
threatening Higgins’s sanity and her life. “I was suicidal. It was a lot of pressure,” says
Higgins, who went on leave under the Family and Medical Leave Act in February to
seek therapy and treatment for the extreme demands of her job, resigning for good in
May. “There is a lot of trauma in teaching. It’s rewarding but also takes an emotional
toll. … I was already dealing with that, and the pandemic just broke me.”
Higgins is not the only teacher to recently reach their breaking point. One in four
American teachers reported considering leaving their job by the end of the last academic
year, in a survey taken in January and February by the Rand Corp., a nonprofit,
nonpartisan research organization. That’s “more than in a typical prepandemic year and
at a higher rate than employed adults nationally,” the report explained. Teachers, in
general, “were more likely to report experiencing frequent job-related stress and
symptoms of depression than the general population.” The study also noted that Black
teachers were particularly affected. And a National Education Association survey of
2,690 members released in June found that 32 percent of respondents said the pandemic
had led them to plan to leave the profession earlier than anticipated.
Whoever said “those who can’t do, teach” obviously never experienced the modern
educational system, where teachers do everything. They’re more than the people who
give math and science lessons: They might find themselves makeshift social workers to
troubled students, surrogate parents checking if children eat, security guards breaking up
fights and funders of the most basic of classroom supplies from their own shallow
pockets.
Teachers aren’t the only American workers taking part in the so-called “Great
Resignation,” which has seen many people in many industries leave their jobs since the
start of the pandemic to find better pay and satisfaction. But the sheer number of those
contemplating an exit from the classroom raises the question: What’s happening, and
why? I recently interviewed seven public-school teachers from around the country who
have left their jobs since March 2020 to understand what they faced. The overarching
sentiment: Teaching was already too much — and with the increased stresses and
demands introduced by the pandemic, they’d simply had enough.
Their specific reasons for resigning vary. Fear for their health and that of their family.
Juggling work and parenting from the literal confines of their homes. Existing
frustrations with an education system that never quite seemed to meet the needs of its
students and staff. Some struggled with remote learning; others didn’t want to go back

to the classroom. But whatever their particular motivations, these former teachers were
ready to move on. While many of them have been isolated from their peers over the past
year and a half, they are now united by the bold act of walking away.
Words like “heartbreak” and “guilt” come up a lot in conversations with these former
teachers. “I [told] my therapist how much guilt I felt about leaving my students, and she
said, ‘They were gonna leave you at the end of the year anyway,’ ” Lanee Higgins says.
And while there’s remorse in leaving the job so many considered a calling, they say
they’re comforted in knowing they aren’t alone, and that a tide of teachers leaving is a
signal that things need to change.
“I was feeling like I’ve ditched my career,” says Peggy McAloon, a 50-year-old former
elementary school teacher in Lexington Park, Md., who chose not to return this school
year after a leave of absence. “It helps knowing that there are other people out there
feeling overwhelmed and anxious and unsure. There are so many kick-ass teachers out
there. We care so much.”
Jacqueline Wolfe thinks that conviction is why many people come to the classroom in
the first place. “Teachers by nature are the type of people who are nurturers. We tend to
carry the weight of the world on our shoulders,” says the former central Florida teacher.
In the summer of 2020, Wolfe struggled to decide whether she’d return to the
classroom, waiting every day to see whether her state would, as she says, “do the right
thing” and stay virtual during the height of the pandemic. Last fall, schools went back
in-person, and this school year Gov. Ron DeSantis has continued to fight mask
mandates, going so far as to threaten schools that require masks with financial penalties.
For years, Wolfe had felt vulnerable in her classroom — from a possible school
shooting. She had even sought treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder after the 2018
mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland. Though the
shooting had not happened at her school, it triggered unarticulated fears in Wolfe. Now,
she feels teachers are “bargaining chips” in the state’s drive to get parents back to work
and the economy going.
“It’s just heartbreaking. The state government was saying they were short thousands of
teachers, and ‘What can we do to hire more teachers?’ ” explains Wolfe, 36, who
resigned before the start of the 2020-21 school year and is currently home-schooling her
kids at their new home in St. Augustine, in northern Florida. “Well, you’re doing
everything but what teachers want to feel safe, from covid and gun violence. You’re not
doing any of these things, and you’re wondering what’s going on here. I don’t think
‘betrayal’ is too strong a word.”
Wolfe’s right about the shortages in her state: There were nearly 9,000 classroom and
staff shortages in August, according to the Florida Education Association, an increase
of more than 67 percent from the year before. Districts across the country, including

in Texas, California and South Dakota, have also reported teacher shortages at the
start of this academic year.
“Public schools were facing staffing shortages prior to covid, and the pandemic has only
made those shortages more acute,” wrote Randi Weingarten, president of the American
Federation of Teachers, in an email. These former teachers’ stories sound familiar to
Weingarten: “Before the pandemic, teachers were facing a lack of respect on the job,
routinely taking money out of their own pockets for children’s supplies while at the
same time paying student loans and cobbling together multiple jobs to make ends meet.
Now, they’re facing all that plus the exhaustion and burnout of the last few years.”
“I’m a little angry,” says Tracy O’Rourke, also a former Florida educator, who retired
earlier than planned from the School District of Palm Beach County. As someone with
severe asthma, she felt the risk of covid-19 was too great and lacked confidence in the
state’s mask policy. “I’ve taught 30-plus years, and I had intended to teach another 20
years. It’s not a happy retirement. I’m sad I gave it up. I felt like I didn’t have a choice.”
This school year, Palm Beach County schools had initially proposed allowing families
to opt out of wearing masks, then instituted a 90-day order requiring their use by staff
and students, giving the 59-year-old teacher little reassurance. O’Rourke says that in
Facebook groups she’d observed district parents declaring their intent to send their
coronavirus-positive kids to school to make a statement. “To me, it’s almost like
psychological terror every day. Imagine listening to the parents of your own students
posting, ‘I’m gonna send my kid to school sick with covid’? I was having panic attacks
going in every day,” says O’Rourke. “I know that if I got it, I would at least wind up in
the hospital.” She officially retired in August.
Health was also the leading factor in Katy Ward-Crossan’s decision to leave the District
of Columbia Public Schools and the profession she had long dreamed of entering. As a
kid she had difficulty learning and credits her academic success to her own dedicated
teachers who worked with her one-on-one. She wanted to pay that forward as a teacher
who got children “to understand that they can learn, no matter how they are struggling.”
In the fall of 2020, Ward-Crossan, 29, who is asthmatic, found out she was pregnant.
Having been through the pain of a previous miscarriage, she received a written
recommendation from her doctor to remain teaching virtually. Her request was denied
by the school. After mediation failed, she filed a complaint with the city’s Office of
Human Rights, alleging that she was refused reasonable accommodation; the complaint
is currently under investigation. (“DCPS attempted to ensure that employees who
wanted a virtual assignment for various personal health circumstances were prioritized
as such,” the school system said in a statement. “Where it was not possible to
accommodate all requests for virtual assignments during the initial return to in-person
learning during the 2020-2021 school year, staff were selected through a lottery system

to return.” The school system said, however, that it could not comment on specific
personnel matters.)
In the meantime, Ward-Crossan is at home with her daughter, who was born in June. “I
wanted to do anything I could to protect this pregnancy,” she says. While she’d hoped to
realize her dream of becoming a mother and her dream of being a teacher, that is not
currently possible. “I miss the classroom dearly,” she says.
Life outside the classroom is also important to Calvert County, Md., band teacher
Stephen Lane, and remote teaching made him recognize that he didn’t really have one.
Keeping the beat going remotely was not only a professional challenge (“I would often
get the question ‘How do you teach band online?’ and I would say, ‘When you figure it
out, you let me know’ ”) but a personal one too.
“I realized that I was so dedicated to achieving success for my students that I was
neglecting myself. I’d customized my life around it,” says Lane, who left at the end of
the 2020-21 school year. “When I was home … I realized how much I had not been at
home when I was teaching [in person]. I didn’t realize how much I was missing.”
Lexington Park’s Peggy McAloon says that she had long realized something was
missing, not in her life but in the lives of her students, who were facing obstacles not of
their own making. And she, like other teachers, tried to bridge those gaps. “I always
struggled with taking care of the whole child, of kids that were hungry, that didn’t bring
in school supplies, [that had] dirty clothes,” she says. “I gravitated towards those kids,
to try to make a connection, to lift them up and create some stability for them. It’s
nearly impossible to teach a child when they are hungry, tired or scared.”
Though she credits schools and society for recently “paying a lot more attention to the
mental and physical health of students,” she says, “it’s difficult for educators to wear all
of the hats expected of us.” The pandemic just kept adding new hats, and having taken a
leave of absence from teaching in the fall of 2019 to deal with family health issues, she
simply never returned.
“At this point I would want to focus on [students'] mental health. … I don’t want to go
back to the classroom,” says McAloon, who is interested in exploring positions in
emotional support. “I’d rather help kids and families through the pandemic and not
focus on academics.”
Like McAloon, Aeriale N. Johnson, 45, thinks right now the best way for her to help
students in the classroom is outside of it. Through her 23-year career teaching in schools
from Florida to rural Alaska to San Jose, she says she observed a maze of inequities in
the public education system, which the pandemic laid bare.

She had a “galvanizing” moment after spring break this past April, when her elementary
school students in San Jose were “greeted” with standardized tests three days after their
return to in-person classes. “That was a moment of reckoning for me. Yes, we had to
give them, but I thought, ‘This is not what we are supposed to be doing.’ ”
So after a life spent caring, spent answering their professional calling, what do former
teachers do now? O’Rourke, who taught for more than 30 years, says she considered
moving out of state to teach, but “Where am I gonna go? My house is here. I have a
Florida teaching certificate. Where am I gonna go that there’s no covid?”
At the end of the last school year, Johnson moved across the country to be a staff
developer for the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project at Columbia
University in New York, training teachers in reading, writing and racial literacy. In her
new role, Johnson believes, she’s helping eradicate problems from the ground up.
“There was all this talk throughout the pandemic that ‘Yes, we recognize the disparities
that exist. … We notice all of these things, and the system does not work for everyone,
does not serve everyone, and has to change.’ But there has been no change,” she says.
“Everyone who works for the school I taught at were all incredible, wonderful human
beings. I believe in educators, but we work within a system that doesn’t work.” In the
end, she says, “I had to live my truth, and my truth was that I can’t sit here any longer
and not do everything within my power to impact the system in a larger way.”
For a change of pace and a chance at a social life, former band teacher Lane took a
position as an instructional designer writing educational training curricula for a private
company. Single and 33, he says he’s looking forward to dating and perhaps meeting
someone, and doing simple things like grilling with friends. He admits that he is young
enough “that teaching will always be there.”
But there’s likely no going back for Higgins and others. “I was talking to other teachers
who were like, ‘Hey, I resigned, too, and I feel so much better.’ Or ‘I can go to the
bathroom when I want to,’ ” she says. “Another said she could go for a walk and her
brain isn’t busy thinking of all the lesson plans she has to do.”
Higgins is now focusing on writing and a comedy card game she created with her
husband called Winsults (it’s been endorsed by no less than rapper 2 Chainz). For the
first time in her life, she doesn’t know exactly where her career is going. But she’s
pretty sure where it’s not. “Do I miss it? Absolutely,” she says. “Would I go back?
Probably not.”
(Illustration by Guillem Casasús; illustration photography by Marçal Vaquer)
Leslie Gray Streeter is a journalist, speaker and author of “Black Widow: A SadFunny Journey Through Grief for People Who Normally Avoid Books With
Words Like ‘Journey’ in the Title.”
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SRP super heroes learn to help
their own social emotional
needs
Author: Liza Frenette
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“I have answers — but I don’t do it. I give great advice — but I don’t take it,” Marie
Pelzer, United Federation of Teachers, shared with a roomful of colleagues.
They were all searching for ways to take care of their own social emotional health at
NYSUT’s recent School-Related Professionals conference.
SRPs were recognized as Super Heroes Nov. 16, the annual recognition day in New
York state, the third Tuesday in November.
At the conference, they learned that even heroes need to help themselves.

“A hero is an ordinary individual who finds the strength to persevere and
endure in spite of overwhelming obstacles.” — Christopher Reeve
Stress and trauma impact the entire body, said workshop presenter Mary Moller,
LMSW, CAS. In her PowerPoint, she showed an MRI that revealed orange slashes
splaying throughout a body — cortisol racing through the system in response to stress.
Excess cortisol can generate hostility, hunger, migraines, acid reflux, hypertension,
depression, and decreased immunity.
SRPs have many new duties as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Now, more than
ever, these staff members are relied on to make and deliver food to families in need, to
learn and apply new sanitation techniques, to help students and teachers with new
technology, to deal with radical shortages of bus drivers and revise their working
schedule, and to assist students struggling with a changed world.
Their own situations at home have changed as they have had to help children and
grandchildren with at-home learning when schools close because of the pandemic.
Moller spelled it out simply: Give yourself permission for self care. Give yourself
permission to ask for help. Give yourself permission to accept all your feelings.

Mary Moller presents at the NYSUT SRP Leadership Conference. Photo by Andrew Watson.

She urged SRPs to carve out even 15 minutes a day and asked them what they would do
with that time.
Sleep. Read. Walk, they said. Do Nothing. Listen to music. Spend time with pets. Be
out in nature. Drink water. Meditate. Watch a funny show or read comics: laugh. Find a

safe place and do a relaxing visualization. Sit in your car and look outside at the trees.
Make a cup of tea. Breathe deeply.
Turn off your phone. That refrain was heard again and again: the importance of shutting
off the phone during self-care breaks.
Taking regular breaks interrupts the stress response to replace it with calm.
Lack of self care results in compassion fatigue, Moller said. Burnout can manifest
depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment. Contributions to burnout
include low salaries, demanding schedules, low recognition, lack of resources, and lack
of clear definitions and support for duties.
Developing social support, setting boundaries, developing a spiritual connection, and
reaching out for professional help are protective factors that can help people cope and
grow, Moller explained.

Editor’s Note

Each month the On Target will come out near the end of the month.
If you have something that you would like included, please send as
a Word document by the 20th of the month to:
lpanek@clarenceschools.org
Items that could be included are: Articles dealing with
education/unions, Good ideas for teaching, something humorous/light
dealing with education, Information for sharing, Opinion pieces on
education, Advertisement for a service you provide.
Thank you,
Lisa Panek
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COVID Harmed Kids’ Mental
Health—And Schools Are
Feeling It
STATELINE ARTICLE November 8, 2021 Updated: November 9,
2021 By: Christine Vestal

Students wait for classes to start at a high school in Florida. Nationwide, children and
adolescents are back in school and showing signs of stress from the trauma they have
experienced during the pandemic.Marta Lavandier The Associated Press
After more than 18 months of school closures and social isolation, the nation’s
more than 50 million public school children are mostly back at their desks. But
two months into the fall semester, teachers and students already are saying
they need a break.
The grief, anxiety and depression children have experienced during the
pandemic is welling over into classrooms and hallways, resulting in crying and
disruptive behavior in many younger kids and increased violence and bullying
among adolescents. For many other children, who keep their sadness and fear
inside, the pressures of school have become too great.

According to the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
emergency department visits for suspected suicide attempts among
adolescents jumped 31% in 2020, compared with 2019. In February and March
of this year, emergency department visits for suspected suicide attempts were
51% higher among girls aged 12–17 than during the same period in 2019.
Last month, the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy of
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the Children’s Hospital
Association declared that the pandemic-related decline in child and adolescent
mental health has become a national emergency.
On top of social isolation and family instability, the medical groups said, “more
than 140,000 children in the United States lost a primary and/or secondary
caregiver, with youth of color disproportionately impacted.”
“Nearly every child in the country is suffering to some degree from the
psychological effects of the pandemic,” said Sharon Hoover, co-director of the
University of Maryland-based National Center for School Mental Health.
“Suddenly everyone is talking about mental health. Parents, teachers and
students are openly discussing it.”
The pandemic may subside, but its mental health effects will be around much
longer, Hoover and other experts say.
“That’s why schools need to invest now in the mental health and well-being of
our kids in a broad and comprehensive way—not just for children with learning
disabilities and diagnosed mental health conditions, but for all students,” Hoover
said.
A Shortage of School Psychologists
The National Association of School Psychologists recommends one professional for
every 500 students. Maine is the only state that meets that standard.
One good thing to come out of the pandemic, Hoover added, is that it lowered
the stigma around mental health. “We’re all feeling it, so it’s OK to talk about it.”
School administrators and school principals know that the only way to get
students back on track academically is to reduce the mental health barriers to
learning, Hoover said. “They’re as eager to invest in mental health resources as
anyone. That wasn’t always the case.”
The pandemic also prompted the federal government to provide historic levels
of relief funding for education.

New Investments
The American Rescue Plan Act and the Elementary and Secondary School
Emergency Relief Fund, combined with other 2020 pandemic relief funds for
schools, amounts to more than $190 billion in education and health grants
available over the next four years, some of which can be spent on mental
health.
The money goes to states based on their school-age population, but local
school districts have decision-making authority over the lion’s share of it.
Ninety percent of the money allocated to states must be re-allocated to school
districts. Schools have wide discretion over how to spend the money, as long
as 20% or more is spent on programs to address learning loss, including
summer school and after-school academic programs.
No federal grants are specifically earmarked for mental health, but according to Hoover,
nearly all states are spending part of their share of federal relief money on mental health
and encouraging school districts to do the same.
Ohio, for example, is recommending that school districts invest in partnerships
with community mental health providers to offer students mental and behavioral
health services virtually or in school buildings that can be billed to Medicaid or
private insurers.
Georgia is directing schools to use federal dollars to train counselors, social
workers and nurses to identify students with substance use and mental health
needs as they return to the classroom, then refer them to community mental
health and local substance use providers.
Arizona is spending federal relief funds to hire more counselors and social
workers in K-12 schools to improve the student to mental health professional
ratio.
And Maryland is developing a school mental health response team to address
the needs of students who have experienced trauma during the pandemic and
are stressed beyond their ability to cope. The teams would quickly respond to
local schools as needed.
New Laws
In addition to new investments in school mental health, states also are enacting
a variety of new laws aimed at relieving pandemic-related stress on students
and teachers and improving overall school mental health and academic
success.

Arizona, Colorado, Connecticut, Illinois, Maine, Nevada, Oregon and Virginia en
acted statutes this year and last that allow K-12 students to miss a certain
number of school days for mental health reasons.
In addition, some school districts this fall called time outs for teachers and
students to help release some of the pressures of trying to make up for lost time
in the first two months of in-person learning.
In Chapel Hill and Carrboro, North Carolina, public schools gave teachers and
students a full week off for Thanksgiving to support their mental health.
And Richmond, Virginia, schools gave teachers and students a week-long mental
health break around Election Day.
Tennessee enacted a law requiring schools to conduct mental and behavioral
health screenings during the 2021-22 school year for all students in
kindergarten through eighth grade to evaluate the effects the pandemic has had
on their mental health. Utah enacted a law allowing schools to conduct mental
health screenings for students whose parents consent.
A ‘River of Referrals’
In most schools, it is the school psychologist who is responsible for working with
counselors, social workers, nurses, teachers and principals to develop a schoolwide mental health plan and to promote well-being for all students.
School psychologists also are called on to provide one-on-one counseling for
students with mental or behavioral health needs and identify students with
developmental and learning disabilities who may need a special education plan.
But this fall, long-term planning has largely gone by the wayside as school
psychologists respond to what one called “a river of referrals.” In an internal
survey conducted by the National Association of School Psychologists in
September, a substantial number of school psychologists reported sharp
increases in the number of requests they were receiving to provide students
with mental and emotional health supports.
“We’ve seen a huge increase in the need for mental health services for both
adults and children,” said Andria Amador, director of behavioral health services
for Boston Public Schools.
“All of our schools are struggling to make up for learning loss,” Amador said.
“But the schools that are the most successful are those that are focusing first on
re-creating the school community,” she said. “Schools that are focusing purely

on academics without helping kids feel like things are back to normal, are really
struggling.”
School psychologists, in short supply nationwide, also are receiving more
requests than in previous years to run a battery of tests required by federal law
to determine whether a child has a learning disability or physical or mental
health condition that requires a special education plan.
Known as individual education plans or IEPs, about 14% of K-12 students in
2019 were deemed in need of federally funded special education
accommodations under the 1975 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. It’s
not yet clear whether an apparent increase in IEP testing this year will result in
more students receiving special education supports.
“School psychologists are being swamped with referrals for just about
everything,” wrote Katherine Cowan, director of communications for the school
psychologists’ association, in an email.
Anecdotal evidence from Stateline interviews and media accounts indicates that
violence and other behavioral challenges, including truancy, bullying, anxiety,
depression and suicide risks, were up this fall in K-12 schools.
National data is not available on mental health related absences and referrals
for mental health services in K-12 schools this year. But data from child mental
health specialists on the effects of the pandemic is dramatic, said Dr. Carol
Weitzman, director of developmental-behavioral pediatrics at Yale School of
Medicine.
An estimated 16.5% of children ages 6-17 had at least one mental health
diagnosis in 2016, according to data from the National Survey of Children’s
Health. According to the CDC, 7.1% of children ages 3-17 had a diagnosis of
anxiety and 3.2% had a diagnosis of depression.
“Then came the pandemic,” Weitzman said in an interview with Stateline. “We
don’t know a lot about how it has affected children’s mental health yet. We’re
just starting to learn. But we do know that about one-quarter of all kids are
showing up with symptoms of depression and one-fifth with symptoms of
anxiety.
“That’s millions more kids than before the pandemic.”
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