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Teachers at Tecumseh Elementary

School in the Jamesville-DeWitt

School District held a car parade to

visit students in April 2020.

In an interview with Syracuse.com,

Former Principal Jill Zerillo shared

their goal: "We just want the

students to know we are all

thinking of them, and we do miss

them."
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https://www.syracuse.com/coronavirus/2020/04/coronavirus-central-ny-teachers-hold-huge-parade-of-cars-to-raise-students-spirits-video.html
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Emergency
Remote

Community
If you ask any teacher or student what the most
important thing that they took away from remote
learning was, you’ll hear a variety of answers. Some might
reference the plethora of technology issues. Some might
say they loved being able to eat a snack when they
wanted to. Overall, though, the most resounding answer
you’re likely to hear (perhaps followed closely by “I
learned that I hate the phrase ‘you’re on mute’”) is that
students, teachers, and administrators all learned that we
are nothing and we learn nothing without community
and relationships. 

In December 2021, MIT Teaching + Learning Lab Professor
Justin Reich presented his research on the experiences of
students and teachers during pandemic schooling and
how this research can help us reimagine and reinvent the
future of education. Overwhelmingly, Reich’s interviews
uncovered that the role of community building could no
longer be underestimated. One teacher said, “I have to
stop thinking of community building as one ‘unit’ at the
beginning that I rush through and start thinking about
how community can play a much larger, systemic role in
my classroom.” 

Throughout the course of the pandemic, what everyone
wants became increasingly clear: to bring a level of
humanity and connection to education that was not
sustainably emphasized in decades past. Like eating all
our vegetables or exercising 30 minutes a day (who has
the time?), we all knew that taking the time to build a
classroom community with intention and thoughtful
planning was the ideal. The research shows us again and
again that student achievement is significantly improved
in positive school climates where trust, relationships, and
identity acceptance are highlighted. However, turning this
knowledge into reality has not always been easy. Teacher
burnout, a stress on high-stakes testing, and an ever-
morphing educational landscape have prevented
making classroom community a sustained priority. It’s
time to change that. 

Through emergency remote teaching, we learned that
these classroom communities are just as, if not more,
important across all learning environments. But long
before 2020, when the idea of a global pandemic was
merely fodder for the movies, countless studies
concluded that without a sense of belonging and
purpose, student engagement is impossible. In 2016,
Stanford researchers found that explicit training in
strategies for empathy and mutual respect had a
significant effect on student behavior and academic
performance. It was simple math: the more a student
felt that they were a part of a community, the higher
they achieved. Conversely, students who felt removed
from their environment were more likely to incur
suspension and have behavioral issues and lower
grades.

As teachers, we saw this more than ever during ERT,
when the whole country’s sense of predictability,
flexibility, connectedness, and empowerment felt
dangerously at risk. As a result, we found ways to
combat students’ feelings of separation by going above
and beyond. Teachers hosted car parades, drew
sidewalk chalk art, and arranged care packages. They
wore funny hats on Google Meets and experimented
with cat-ear filters on Zoom. We let every student know
that even though we had to be distant, we did not have
to be isolated. 

Source: 
Twitter - Justin Reich | @bjfr 

https://twitter.com/bjfr/status/1393211184485179393
https://twitter.com/bjfr/status/1393211184485179393
https://twitter.com/bjfr/status/1393211184485179393
https://cmsw.mit.edu/profile/justin-reich/
https://cmsw.mit.edu/profile/justin-reich/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NO9oBqlUhuC3h5BOY1jaC1aLu1u5KAggEEiQpKJoxZs/edit?usp=sharing
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED606462
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/students-sense-of-belonging-what-the-research-says/2017/06


Building Community Across Learning Environments 
How can we apply the lessons learned during the collective crisis of COVID-19 to create a place where all students – whether they
are learning from 5 feet or 5 towns away from us – feel welcome, safe, seen, and heard? This session will help you apply the very
best parts of pandemic teaching to your classes moving forward.  Our framework will be the eight phases that instruction takes over
the course of a lesson. Teachers will find these to be familiar, as they are the processes we perform every day. As we talk about each
phase, try to imagine how you can expand on your current strategies to create a welcoming culture of respect and community for
all learners in all learning environments. 

What opportunities do they have to feel
empowered? After two years of having choice
after choice taken away, here is a chance to
give students back some autonomy. When we
teach students that what they are learning
matters, we give them agency, inspiration,
and self-discipline. Think about how you can
help students drive the lessons that you are
teaching: you can use choice boards,
authentic tasks, or peer tutoring. Across all
learning environments, how can you engage
students in the conversation about their
learning and give them opportunities to
authentically take part in the lesson?

Phase 7: Closing Time
The lesson has come to the end, class is
winding down, and you can almost take a
bathroom break. Now what? Closing activities
are vital to the flow of the lesson and, again,
build in that sense of predictability. It helps to
give students a chance to check in before
they check out. Investing time in reflection at
the end of your lesson provides an opportunity
for students to achieve metacognition and to
assess their own understanding and
performance. These exit tickets will also give
you a sense of where you are and where you
still need to go. What types of closing activities
will allow students across all learning
environments to reflect on their experience of
that lesson? Is there a group closing routine
that can help to bring the class back together
and strengthen that sense of community and
belonging?

Phase 8: Communicating with Families
This last phase happens outside the lesson,
but holds incredible value in giving students
the maximum opportunities possible to
succeed. When we involve families, we are
modeling the idea that it indeed takes a
village. We again send the message that we
see and respect our students as whole people
with lives both inside and outside school. The
connections that you make with families will
have lasting effects on student outcomes.
With that in mind, how will you ensure that all
families, across all learning environments, will
have the opportunity to voice their opinions,
concerns, and questions? Are the methods
effective that you are currently using to
engage families? If not, what changes can
you implement to open a two-way
communication between school and home?

Phase 3: Welcoming Your Learners
This is the phase in which you focus explicitly on
creating that feeling of acceptance,
connectedness, and community. Connecting
and checking in with students at the start of a
class–whether by greeting them at the door or
sending a personal message in the chat–
shows students that we see them as whole
people, not just sponges waiting to absorb
content. When we start with connectedness,
not content, we establish the positive feelings
that will allow students to take risks, be open,
and fully engage when the learning starts. How
can you ensure that students are welcomed
with warmth and respect across all learning
environments?

Phase 4: Warming Up the Think Tank
Now we’re moving toward the meat of our
lesson. In this phase, focus on engaging
student inquiry through hands-on activities or
entry games. When you create an opening
routine (think: bell ringers, word scrambles,
Sudoku), you establish that sense of
predictability that builds student confidence
and success. What types of activities can you
start with that can allow students across all
learning environments to interact with each
other?

Phase 5: Connections During the Lesson
We’ve arrived! After the deep breaths,
establishing routines, greeting students, and
priming the pump (all in the first seven minutes,
you superhero, you!), now it’s time to work with
content. Whatever the subject, whatever the
lesson, creating opportunities for interactions
between students builds on the classroom
community and sense of connectedness that
will foster a deeper understanding of the
material. Through jigsaw activities, classroom
discussions, and think-pair-shares, students
master not only concepts, but relationship skills
as well. How can all students, in all learning
environments, interact with one another in a
meaningful and engaging way? 

Phase 6: Students Drive the Learning
Our good friend on the one-hundred dollar bill
said, “Tell me and I will forget, teach me and I
may remember, involve me and I will learn."
Benjamin Franklin had it right: learning is about
finding yourself in your inquiries. How do we
involve our students in their own learning? 

Phase 1: Self-Care
There’s the seat belt analogy. Or the oxygen
mask analogy. Or a number of other
analogies that essentially mean “Take care of
yourself before you take care of others.” Both
the seat belt analogy and the oxygen mask
analogy stem from the idea that we are on a
life-threatening, plummeting plane, or
perhaps that we are anticipating a car crash.
We don’t know about you, but we’ve had
enough crisis-mode mentality for a lifetime,
so let’s table the catastrophe analogies and
just say this: self-care is the first and foremost
phase of any learning plan. It might mean
taking one minute for quiet breathing during a
particularly hectic lesson or breaking for a 10-
second dance party when you sense that
things are feeling tense. What strategies of
self-care can you use at the opening of class
to model self-care and show your students
the importance of attending to our human
needs?

Phase 2: Setting the Stage
Here’s a familiar scenario: it’s September.
You’ve printed up class expectations, decided
on the very best tried-and-true icebreakers,
and planned for the flow of each day with
your students. This first month will give them a
chance to establish themselves as a class
and to build relationships, respect, and
friendships that will last all year. But by
December, the honeymoon’s over, the
routine’s out the window, and those feel-good
moments are coming fewer and farther
between. 

Think back to the teacher from Dr. Reich’s MIT
research who realized that she needed to
“start thinking about how community can play
a much larger, systemic role in [her]
classroom.” She hit the nail on the head. We
are bombarded every day with lessons that
need to be completed and academic issues
that need to be addressed. Often, community
building just doesn’t make it into our precious
45 minutes. But it needs to. When we develop
and sustain class agreements, routines, and
team building, we are investing in success
that lasts through the school year. Consider
what “setting the stage” looks like for you and
your students across all learning
environments. What norms and expectations 
 will you create together that establish not
only predictability and connectedness, but
that will also endure the slog of March with its
lack of breaks or three-day weekends? 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1PTOo32FNWe-Yi_qbZU2L8M6y-VQvJU4up519NlV2ils/edit#slide=id.p4
https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1PerKfuDVzR3855cUiir4EBHtwJ4yf2jZLWodiXt-Wc8/mobilebasic
http://emintssped.blogspot.com/2012/08/types-of-authentic-tasks.html
https://www.peertutoringresource.org/resource/increasing-opportunities-to-respond-via-peer-tutoring/
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the class back together and
strengthen that sense of
community and belonging?
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In your next workbook
activity, you will complete a
chart to help you reflect
upon what your strategies
for building classroom
community look like across
learning environments. 

Now It’s Your Turn!

https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cdev.12864
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cdev.12864
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cdev.12864
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cdev.12864


Avashia, N., Reich, J., & Mehta, J. (2021, March 11). The imagining September project: Learning
from students about COVID-19 schooling to plan for a better future.
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NO9oBqlUhuC3h5BOY1jaC1aLu1u5KAggEEiQpKJoxZs/edit

Blad, E. (2017, June 20). Students’ sense of belonging: What the research says. Education Week.
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/students-sense-of-belonging-what-the-research-
says/2017/06 

da Luz, F. S. d. R. (2015). The relationship between teachers and students in the classroom:
Communicative language teaching approach and cooperative learning strategy to improve
learning [Unpublished master’s thesis]. Bridgewater State University.
http://vc.bridgew.edu/theses/22. 

Darling-Hammond, L., & Cook-Harvey, C. M. (2018, September). Educating the whole child:
Improving school climate to support student success. Learning Policy Institute. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED606462  

Grades 3-5 EL activity choice board. (n.d.).
https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1PerKfuDVzR3855cUiir4EBHtwJ4yf2jZLWodiXt-
Wc8/mobilebasic. 

Mueller, J. (n.d.). Types and examples of authentic tasks. North Central College.
http://emintssped.blogspot.com/2012/08/types-of-authentic-tasks.html 

Okonofua, J. A., Paunesku, D., & Walton, G. M. (2016, April 25). Brief intervention to encourage
empathetic discipline cuts suspension rates in half among adolescents. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, 113(19), 5221-5226.
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1523698113. 

Peer Tutoring Resource Center. (n.d.). Increasing opportunities to respond through peer tutoring.
Lehigh University College of Education.
https://www.peertutoringresource.org/resource/increasing-opportunities-to-respond-via-
peer-tutoring/

Teaching and Learning Lab. (2022, January 20). Reinventing education post-pandemic with
Justin Reich [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1EALw_46uvo

Washington-Saratoga-Warren-Hamilton-Essex (WSWHE) BOCES. (2021, April 19). Building
relationships, community and communication (Session 3). Shifting to teaching online.
eTEACHNY. https://www.eteachny.org/shifting-to-teaching-online/

Works Cited

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NO9oBqlUhuC3h5BOY1jaC1aLu1u5KAggEEiQpKJoxZs/edit
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/students-sense-of-belonging-what-the-research-says/2017/06
http://vc.bridgew.edu/theses/22
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED606462
https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1PerKfuDVzR3855cUiir4EBHtwJ4yf2jZLWodiXt-Wc8/mobilebasic
http://emintssped.blogspot.com/2012/08/types-of-authentic-tasks.html
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1523698113
https://www.peertutoringresource.org/resource/increasing-opportunities-to-respond-via-peer-tutoring/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1EALw_46uvo
https://www.eteachny.org/shifting-to-teaching-online/


About Us

In addition, NYSED, its employees, officers, and
agencies make no representations as to the
accuracy, completeness, currency, or suitability
of the content herein and disclaim any express or
implied warranty as to the same.

The Teaching in Remote/Hybrid Learning Environments (TRLE) Project 
The TALE Academy is part of a broader New York State Education Department
(NYSED) initiative known as Teaching in Remote/Hybrid Learning Environments
(TRLE). In July 2020, NYSED was awarded funding through the United States
Department of Education’s Education Stabilization Fund-Rethink K-12 Education
Models Grant to implement TRLE – a three-year project to build the capacity of
teachers and educational leaders to effectively implement remote/hybrid learning
for all students. Launched in the depths of the pandemic, the first phase of the TRLE
project focused on getting resources to the field through partnerships with Boards
of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) and school districts across the state.
The second phase, which began in February 2022, focused on aggregating lessons
learned and emerging teaching and learning strategies to address a broader field
of practice: teaching across learning environments.

The TALE Academy
The TALE Academy is a series of virtual learning experiences available to all New
York State educators and offers a rich array of resources on topics related to
teaching across learning environments (TALE). The TALE Academy is built upon the
work New York State educators carried out during emergency remote teaching
(ERT) throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and extends it toward the future. TALE
invites educators to think beyond online learning to consider a broader perspective
on teaching and learning that encompasses teaching across multiple
environments (in-person, remote, and hybrid). 

The content of the TALE Academy was produced in whole or in part with funds from
Contract C014452 and does not necessarily reflect the position or policy of the New
York State Education Department (NYSED), nor does mention of trade names,
commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by NYSED. 

http://www.nysed.gov/trle
http://www.nysed.gov/news/2020/new-york-schools-awarded-nearly-20-million-critical-federal-funding-address-covid-19
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/education-stabilization-fund/states-highest-coronavirus-burden/

