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INTRODUCTION

Throughout my career in education, I’ve encountered a lot of incredible human beings doing the good, important, and hard work of educating. Some of these individuals stood out as exceptional, so I started to ask what set them apart from the rest and what kept them committed to the profession. I soon realized that the answers to these questions are not necessarily one and the same.

This book is written from both my personal and professional experience. Shortly before I began my career, I imagined the celebration and praise that would come from the commitment and longevity I would offer students and schools. Never did I anticipate that my final years working within a school would become some of the most painful to navigate.

During my last year, I encountered not one, not two, but three people who had to take a leave of absence due to high levels of workplace stress and its impact on their health and well-being. I didn’t work with a large staff. These were individuals I cared for and shared day-to-day interactions with on a regular basis. In the course of one year, they were pushed to their limits over and over again and reached what felt like a breaking point. I felt so limited in what I could do to support them. No changes made to the educational system were significant enough to sustain them doing the work. Instead, the necessary relief came from stepping away from their job for the time being, and for some of them, permanently.

I continue to hear from many other educators who find themselves at the end of their rope. Many feel as though they are on the verge of something that feels more uncomfortable than comfortable. That shouldn’t be the way we support our educators.

The Problem: Burnout

It is a commonly known fact that 30 to 50 percent of educators leave the profession within their first five years of teaching due to workplace stress and burnout. While this is not a recent discovery, we have done little to shift how we approach the problem. The word “burnout” is thrown around a lot, but it is not always taken seriously. Perhaps that is because we tend to view it as an individual problem rather than a community problem.

We also know that students show up in our classrooms with more than just academic needs that we as educators often feel obligated to address. Oftentimes, these needs are connected to a struggle or trauma that a student is encountering. When we intentionally put ourselves in close proximity to another individual’s struggle and trauma, we run the risk of experiencing some trauma ourselves. We must begin to have honest conversations with ourselves, our colleagues, our administrators, school boards, and lawmakers to address how workplace stress and burnout impact educators. If we do not begin to have such conversations, we may soon experience a crisis due to a shortage of educators who are willing to work in such demanding conditions.

Without caring, committed, professional educators, who will facilitate the learning of the next generation?

Much like we want to safeguard children from the many potential harms of the world that bring danger, pain, and grief, we need to consider what it might look like to offer ourselves a similar practice of safeguarding. Can we protect children from every potential harm? Unfortunately, we cannot. Can we guarantee that our adult life will be absent of disappointments, challenges, and stress? Absolutely not. However, what we can give children and ourselves is the courage to face a challenge and move through it with coping strategies that help us repair, recover, and perhaps even improve.

How Do We Not Just Survive, but Thrive?

When I encounter a new challenging situation, I am eager to discover and learn any applicable content I can to help me resolve the problem. I “jump into the deep end,” and my passion grows as I continue to learn. I want to take it all in and find a workable solution as quickly possible. However, time and time again, I get busy and then my attention grows fragmented. I become overwhelmed or shift back into old habits of being and thinking. When that sense of urgency creeps up again, I repeat this pattern and somehow expect a different outcome. Is this familiar to anyone else?

Over the years, after a lot of reflection and failed attempts, I realized that if I wanted a different outcome, I needed to respond in a different way. Rather than trying to make all of the mental, emotional, and physical lifestyle changes at one time, I needed to be more deliberate and intentional with an ongoing daily practice of shifting the little things. The change I was seeking for myself was less about a one-and-done situation. Instead, subtle shifts and a sustained intentional effort would bring about greater change and help me broaden my capacity to be resilient and deepen my overall sense of well-being.

What would it look like to be proactive rather than reactive in our day-to-day lives and throughout the course of a school year? What would it look like to support educators and their well-being before they reached a tipping point that potentially led to their breaking point? What would it look like to allow teachers to take a sabbatical, similar to other professions, to help them recharge, rejuvenate, and learn without being overwhelmed?

By no means do I hold all the answers or have the magic solution to make it right or better. Disappointing, I know. But just like you, I am an educator. My work as an educator has been some of the most rewarding and challenging work I’ve ever done. I’ve been a classroom teacher for students in preschool through 2nd grade, and have provided support services to students spanning kindergarten through 12th grade, in my work as a district coordinator. I have spent plenty of time fretting over whether or not my lesson plans were good enough and met all the necessary requirements, or if my students felt connected enough to engage in learning. I continually worried about whether or not I could get it all done. I did not want to fall short and let down my students, their families, or my colleagues. I often questioned how much time was an acceptable amount to take away from my own children and partner in order to make my instruction better. I wondered if I was alone in fretting about these things and continually thinking I wasn’t doing enough. So, I started to dive into research surrounding the field of education. I wondered what the life of a teacher might look like if we reimagined the way we support our educators so they could feel as though they were thriving instead of simply surviving.

I’ve experienced many beautiful and challenging moments as an educator. I realized that I could either keep these moments to myself so that no one would know the details of my journey, or I could share them. I decided (and here lies my deep, heartfelt desire from what I have come to believe and know) that sharing my experiences with others who were on a similar journey would make us feel a little less lonely. So often in education, we end up working alone with little time to connect to ourselves and others throughout the day. I believe we are better together. When we feel connected, we experience a stronger sense of belonging and find the courage to trust and be vulnerable with not only each other, but ourselves as well.


“While you’re living… all you can do is have passion.…You write in order to change the world, knowing perfectly well you probably can’t…. The world changes according to the way people see it, and if you alter, even by a millimeter, the way a person looks or people look at reality, then you can change it.”

—James Baldwin
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Each time I sat down to write, I thought of you, dear reader, and the multitude of things I wanted to share with you. It remains my hope that even when the words feel difficult to absorb, you eventually find the comfort that allows you to reconnect, reprioritize, and reflect on you. This is not the first book to highlight the topic of educators and their stress, or address the topic of resilience. I am hopeful that it won’t be the last either, because echoes of a message often amplify its importance.

This book addresses the multiple complexities educators must learn in order to navigate how trauma impacts more than just our students, and how we benefit from practices that promote resilience. Each section provides a variety of interactive ideas and activities to consider. You may want to read this book straight through, or set it down and come back to it again and again throughout the school year.

There is some overlap between each of the sections because each topic is quite robust in and of itself. To piecemeal the learning offered within each section diminishes the interconnectedness of the topics and inhibits the cyclical nature of the work. This book does not provide a quick fix or a one-size-fits-all solution. Instead, I encourage you to seek out the information that speaks to you to help you build your capacity to recover from the daily stressors and struggles and move forward, otherwise known as resilience, so that you can continue doing the good, important, hard work of being an educator.

My hope is that the information and practices regarding educators, trauma, and resilience provided in this book encourages you to dive fearlessly into your own well-being. Maybe it will also bring some momentum toward solving this national problem of teacher sustainability by supporting educators to thrive rather than just survive. So, grab a pen or pencil and underline, circle, mark up, record, or reflect on whatever resonates with you. Notice the emotions that rise up for you while reading, reflecting, or practicing. Check in with yourself to help deepen your understanding of who you are. Use the information provided to help you speak your truth, reflect on your own story, and invest in yourself. It’s okay for you to pour a little bit, or even a lot, back into yourself so you can keep offering all of your goodness back to others.
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Finally, I believe in amplifying voices as much as possible. I also believe in the power of personal stories and the learning that can happen when we take time to listen to others. This is not a struggle unique to me so it felt important to allow others to share their journeys as well. As my awareness and practices started to shift toward prioritizing my resilience and well-being, I began to ask others about their journey as an educator. Specifically, what led them to a career in education, and what keeps them there? What advice would they give a new teacher, and what other roles do they find themselves filling? What are some of the rewards and challenges they have encountered over the course of their career? Do they identify themselves as a resilient educator? Throughout the following pages, you will find some of those personal stories from a handful of other educators. You will read about their passion, their love for children, their tenacity, their struggle and pain, and their resilience. Perhaps you will even find echoes of yourself reflected within their words. I certainly hope you do.

Throughout our lifetimes, we will all stumble. In fact, no one is immune to struggle. We will all encounter it and feel a sense of unsteadiness at some point. My hope is that when you do encounter these moments, you can look around and know you are not alone. If you make space for it, you will find your footing again. If I could walk alongside you on this journey, I would. Everyone deserves a companion, even on the most difficult and windiest of roads, to help them feel steady and to encourage and empower them throughout the journey. I have to believe that we can hold onto hope and see how small changes can lead to a big impact, and perhaps lead to a ripple effect that benefits not just one, but many, and then hopefully impacts the system as a whole. Until then, may these pages be your companion and offer you clarity, encouragement, and hope, and bring you a little further along on your journey. Now, breathe deep and hold on, dear reader, because together we are so much better than alone.
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PART I The State of Education
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CHAPTER 1 WHY DID YOU BECOME AN EDUCATOR?


Raise your hand if you know an educator.
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Think of the teachers you read about as a child. I’m sure we can all picture at least one. Consider, for example, Miss Eva Beadle from Little House on the Prairie, Miss Frizzle from The Magic School Bus, Professors Dumbledore and McGonagall from Harry Potter, John Keating from Dead Poets Society, or Mr. Holland from Mr. Holland’s Opus. These characters were passionate educators who devoted their lives to teaching essentials like reading, writing, and arithmetic. They maintained a sense of order while cultivating meaningful relationships with their students, even those who were the most challenging and unruly of learners, and impacting their lives in a significant way. They often sat in front of a big wooden desk on which piles of books, cups full of sharpened pencils, and if they were lucky enough, an apple sat as a sign of appreciation and admiration.

This simplistic notion of teaching and my deeply rooted desire to help others (and let’s be honest, my love for school supplies and organizing), led me to pursue a career in education.

I encourage you to think about what led you to a career in education. Was it the love for school supplies? Who doesn’t love a new pen, notebook, or fresh stack of Post-it notes? Perhaps it was the allure of having time off with no work during one of the most enjoyable seasons of the year. Maybe it was your desire to cultivate curiosity or to connect with students in meaningful ways and see them grow and thrive over the course of the day or school year. My guess is you didn’t pursue this career for the money. So, why exactly did you seek a career in education? The following personal account may help you recall the answer.


“Stay grounded in your why.”

—Colleen W., educator




A Personal Account of Building Resilience

by Emily C., secondary language arts teacher




As a secondary English language arts teacher, I am often asked, “Did you always know you wanted to be a teacher?” While many of my colleagues (and I’m sure many of yours, too) have grand stories of their mothers and grandmothers being teachers, that just wasn’t my reality. Instead, my father sells motors, my mother is a merchandiser, both of my grandfathers were in the auto industry, my maternal grandmother was a nurse, and my paternal grandmother was a secretary. Teaching was about as far from my radar as Pluto. So, the answer is no, I did not always know I wanted to be a teacher. But every sign along the way pointed me to a career in the classroom.

Like many young people, I had no idea what I wanted to do when I grew up. In the 3rd grade I was absolutely positive I would be an author who would write grandiose stories for children. By 4th grade, I was convinced becoming a fashion designer would be the best job ever. In the 5th grade I was determined to be the first female to make it to the NFL. Like many kids, my career path was all over the place. While in middle school, I was told by my teachers that I needed to start considering my future a bit more. So, I got out a notebook and started listing ideas. These ideas ranged from a lawyer (large part in thanks to my mom suggesting it since I always managed to “argue the taste of air” with anyone who would let me) to a physical therapist (due to the soccer injuries and subsequent surgeries and physical therapy I endured) and just about every possible thing in between. I had big ideas, but no real direction.

I gave up on becoming a lawyer pretty quickly, but the physical therapist notion stuck with me until my sophomore year of high school. It was during this year that I was given the opportunity to dissect a fetal pig in my biology class. While this was a very cool unit and I learned a lot, this exercise convinced me to rule out anything involving the medical field. Also, I came to the realization that I cannot see others in pain. I am far too empathetic. I spent the next year sort of lost in terms of a career direction. There wasn’t necessarily anything that I was particularly good at, or that I knew I would enjoy doing.

During the summer following my junior year of high school, I was hired by Wendy’s. It took only a week for me to realize I was not cut out for making sandwiches. My manager sat me down and kindly said, “Emily, I just don’t think this is going to work.” After spending some time wallowing and figuring I was destined to be a failure for the rest of my life, I went back to the notebook I wrote in when I was 11 years old. I crossed out some of the ideas I knew weren’t right for me. Out went NFL player, astronaut, and nurse. I whittled down the list until I was left with two options going into my senior year that I felt I could be good at: social work or teaching. I had always loved serving others and working with kids. These two professions seemed to cater to what I loved.

As a high school senior I was able to spend two class periods a day working as a teacher’s aide at my former middle school and attend a local university to start earning some college credits. This allowed me to really do some soul searching and figure out what I wanted from life. While attending the university, I took a social work class on grief and loss. Shortly after that class began, I realized I was not cut out to be a social worker—flashback to the whole I’m too empathetic thing. That left teaching as my other option. I absolutely loved the work, from grading papers, recording grades, and working in small groups with those who were struggling to simply being in the classroom and around students. I simply fell in love; there was no turning back for me.

Looking back, I have very vivid memories of silently critiquing teachers’ lessons or classroom layouts or specific assignments—not that I knew anything at the time about teaching, but I remember thinking if only they did it this way instead. I can remember being a 1st-grade student and being placed in a group with another student who wasn’t quite getting his sight words. As I was always a very strong reader, I took it upon myself to create worksheets centered around his sight words. I gave them to him, and we reviewed the answers at recess.

I am writing this account the summer following my first year as a lead classroom teacher. I spent the weeks following that last day of the school year reflecting. The 2019–2020 school year held some major events for me personally, my school community as a whole, and even the world. At the start of the year, we lost a student to suicide. I started an after-school calligraphy club. My boyfriend and I spent the year long distance as we realized we wanted to move forward with our relationship. I was given an opportunity to coach our girls’ soccer team. I lost a friend from college to suicide. Just as I was starting to feel like I had my groove and my classroom was feeling like mine, schools shut down due to a global pandemic, and teaching and learning shifted to the virtual realm.

Even with all of this year’s curveballs, I have grown more and more confident that teaching is the right profession for me. Looking back at all of the small instances in which I thought what the heck am I supposed to do now?, I am proud of how I handled situations I had never even fathomed I would need to navigate. I found ways to stay connected with my students through the midst of distance learning—some of whom are still continuing to reach out to me even after school has ended. I may not always feel like I know exactly what to do in the moment, but somehow my gut leads me in the right direction. Even though I don’t come from a teaching family, teaching is and will always be in my blood.







EXERCISE

What Led You to a Career in Education?

Can you remember the “why” that led you to a career in education? Don’t worry, there are no wrong answers here. Our “why” typically grows out of, and remains connected to, our values, which continue to guide and move us forward. If you, as a preservice educator, had written down your “why,” would it still hold true for you today? Is it still connected to the work you are doing?

Knowing your “why” is something that you will come back to again and again over the course of your career. When we find the alignment to our “why,” it leaves us standing tall and smiling from ear to ear. It is also the thing we question during the most challenging of days as we wonder if it is even an attainable possibility.

I invite you to spend a few minutes thinking about your “why.” Then grab your favorite pen or pencil and write it down to help you gain even greater awareness and clarity. It may take a few words or a few pages to summarize it, but once you’ve identified it, consider hanging it somewhere in your classroom as a reminder, and come back to it throughout your career.

What Is Your Why?






CHAPTER 2 FOR THE LOVE OF LEARNING


Many teach for their love of learning or a desire to help others. As a student, I was fortunate to have teachers who instilled in me a love of learning. Even to this day, I find that I can’t quite satisfy that feeling of having learned enough. I am always eager to deepen my understanding of a topic and learn more. I also had teachers who created an environment that felt safe and predictable, which ultimately felt like a place where I could take risks.

Several teachers, in particular, stand out for me. As they come to mind, I realize that they are all educators who helped me navigate some of my most challenging moments of childhood and early adulthood. They bore witness to some of my greatest moments of pain and some of the most pivotal moments in my life. In 1st grade, Ms. Rich let me stay in during afternoon recess and “file papers” because I was overwhelmed with having just moved to a new town. Mrs. Bertalot, my 2nd-grade teacher, knew some of the pain I was experiencing and let me be that quiet, shy girl who sat in the back corner by the windows. When she found me sitting and staring out the window for a little too long, she gently pulled my attention back to what was happening within the classroom. On the last day of school, she loaded up my backpack with extra handwriting books to fill my upcoming and unstructured days of summer, and reminded me that I was a good person. Ms. Kaiser, my 7th-grade English teacher, began each class with journal writing. On the days when time was up and I was still furiously scribing away, she let me continue a bit longer. If I asked her to comment on my writing, she always returned it the very next day with a response that was connected to the words I had shared. In high school, my band teacher, Mr. Bray, had an open office policy and allowed students to visit and share their life experiences. He demonstrated the importance of listening and gently guiding. He also cultivated in me the ability to be a leader, while also learning to not limit myself regardless of my current circumstance or what may lay ahead. These are just a few examples of the ways in which my teachers played a part in creating safety in order to help cultivate my learning.





EXERCISE

Who Were Your Influential Teachers?

Reflect on your time in school and some of your favorite teachers. Think about the culture they created within their classrooms. What stands out to you? What decisions did they make that helped you feel safe and secure in their classroom so you could take risks and keep on learning? Who encouraged and inspired you along the way, and how was this done? Do you think that the teachers who were your role models influence who you are now as an educator?

Pick up the favorite pen or pencil again, and feel free to jot some names and memories here.

What changed from the days of being inspired by those educators to now?






CHAPTER 3 STRESSED-OUT EDUCATORS



“This is one of the hardest jobs you will ever have. Be ready to sacrifice. Be ready to be exhausted. Be ready to take it all home with you: the work, the books, the papers to grade, the emotions, the worry, and the stress. All of it.”

—Edna T., educator



Raise your hand if you know a stressed-out educator.
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How many stressed-out educators do you know? Are you one of them? Teaching is a career choice of service that requires constant change for little money. It is an incredibly rewarding but demanding profession that requires you to have a high level of tolerance for multiple things in order to get through the day.

During a study conducted between 1985 and 2012, the number of teachers over the course of a 27-year span of time experiencing high stress during their work week increased from 35 percent to 51 percent.1 You read that right, 51 percent!

According to the American Institute of Stress, teachers are more likely to suffer job-related stress than other professionals.2 I recently had the opportunity to present at a conference for trauma-sensitive schools. On the final day of the conference, the keynote speaker stated that educators rank high on the list for job-related stress, no surprise there. In fact, educators come in second place after nurses who work in emergency rooms. I don’t know the veracity of this statement, and I have yet to find the research to confirm it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the truth.


93% of teachers report “high levels of job-related stress”



A recent study conducted by the University of Missouri found that 93 percent of teachers report high levels of stress.3 I began to wonder what set apart the 7 percent of teachers who did not experience high levels of stress from the masses. It is frightening to know that only 7 percent of teachers feel they have the ability to cope with the demands and stressors of the job.

What exactly makes the job of teaching so stressful? A few things that come to mind include too many classes to prep for and not enough planning time, large class sizes, standardized testing, students “below grade level,” attempting to differentiate instruction and meet student needs, and challenging student behaviors. These are just a few of the things that come to mind for me. What might you add to the list? Here are a few additional challenges I’ve heard from other educators:


	Working hard for five years with no raise.

	Trying to meet the unrealistic expectations set by administrators who have forgotten what it’s like to be a teacher.

	Dealing with mental health issues that we are not equipped to handle.

	Realizing that the education system does not support all students or teachers.

	Feeling abused by students, helicopter parents, and administrators.

	Working based on policies set by legislators who make the key curriculum and financial decisions without understanding education or how the human brain grows and functions.

	Working in districts that don’t meet the basic needs of students or teachers, and the long-term consequences of this issue on students’ intelligence and teachers’ spirits.

	Evaluations based on how students are performing both in the classroom and on standardized assessments.

	Earning less every year while benefits erode.

	Funding inadequacies for basic supplies and inequitable funding for public versus charter schools.

	Feeling betrayed and very, very angry at how much is stacked against us.



I was concerned for those who were feeling overwhelmed, stressed, and close to burnout prior to the pandemic. Now that we are in the midst of a global pandemic I am even more concerned with how to navigate the demands of the job along with the additional stress of a pandemic and so many other circumstances that are beyond our control.

This pandemic has disrupted the ways in which we connect and conduct our learning and teaching. Many of us left our classrooms without knowing it would be the last time we would occupy that space with our students for the remainder of the school year. We headed home into the unknown with a mixture of emotions and a headful of uncertainty. Grief and confusion became our new companions, and our heads and hearts grew heavy and weary. Around the country, face-to-face learning was suspended, and schools had to quickly adapt and create a system sufficient to respond to our new normal. Creating some sense of order from this chaos and confusion involved pivoting from a system that’s been in play for 150 years. We had to figure out how to move forward in a way that prioritized what was most essential so that learning could still occur.
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Never before has education experienced such a rapid reinvention in such a short period of time. In addition, we had to develop solutions for other issues that are handled by schools. For example, how do we provide food for our students who rely on the meals they receive from school? How can we make sure that all students have access to the internet and technology? How do we engage students in meaningful learning so they continue to thrive regardless of the environment? As educators doing our best to check in with each student, we learned more about each students’ home life. Suddenly, we also had to take into account the needs and inequities that are present in our communities. We were left wondering how we would make it through the coming days.

Many of us were already feeling like we were close to our breaking point before this new fear and uncertainty came looming over us. With so much unknown and out of our control, how do we navigate this new norm while carrying all of our grief and sadness, along with our worry and concern? Is it possible to maintain boundaries when our personal and professional lives now occupy the same space? I wonder if this will be the thing that pushes many of today’s teachers to consider a new career, resulting in an increase in the number of educators leaving the profession.


A Personal Account of Building Resilience

—Mona S., agricultural education teacher & Future Farmers of America advisor




COVID-19 invited Dracula into my living room. I became a teacher after working for a few years at an agency that helped those with disabilities live independently. The most rewarding part of the job was teaching kids and young adults skills to help them be successful in life. I wanted more of that kind of work, so I went back to school and trained to be a career and technical education instructor. Now I get to teach and coach high school students to build the skills they will need to be successful adults. These combined roles feed my creativity and fill me with a deep sense of purpose. They can also easily equate to 70-hour work weeks year-round.

After becoming a mom, I realized my work would need to have stricter boundaries around it. Life was busy before, and now I had this amazing little person who needed me to be physically, emotionally, and mentally present, available to meet his needs and build a deep and healthy relationship with him. This realization also showed me that I had been neglecting the same needs in my spouse. This called for a change in my behavior and boundaries around my work.

So, when I was with my family, I started treating work like it was Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Stoker’s infamous vampire followed many rules, but the rule that helped me the most was the one that mandated that Dracula could only enter a home when invited.

Dracula was invited into our home on occasion, before COVID-19. He was allowed in for grading when my child was sleeping or my spouse was watching sports. Dracula could take me away from home on occasion as coaching and other duties required travel. And, of course, Dracula entered my home whenever my child was sick. But that was it, and I tried to make those exceptions as rare as possible. I learned to limit the amount of time school duties entered my home.

COVID-19 brought Dracula into my house and let him set up a desk in my living room. There he was in the middle of the toys, my family, and my life. When my spouse got sent to work from home as well, his position gave no leeway for the fact that we had a toddler. As a result, I became a full-time mother, playmate, teacher, coach, spouse, cleaning service, and 24-hour kitchen staff.

Dracula wanted me at all hours of the day. I fed Dracula at naptime, after bedtime, on stroller walks, during screen time, during meals, and in the middle of the night. Dracula was everywhere, and the monster slowly drained me of everything I had to give. I found that my schoolwork was no longer giving me joy. I felt like I couldn’t teach effectively, my students were unable to learn effectively, and I was stuck running around worried about how my students were doing, how I wanted to help them, all while recognizing that I couldn’t help them. My boundaries were destroyed. When people in my life disrespect my boundaries, we talk about it, reconcile, forgive, and move on. I could not do that with my job, especially not when it was in my living room. My Dracula, like any self-respecting vampire, drained me dry.

My son is a bubbly two-year-old boy. He got locked in his house without warning with his mom, his dad, and our jobs. Before COVID-19, he went to a wonderful daycare where he played and learned with friends. When he came home, he got the full attention of both his parents until bedtime. That all changed with COVID-19. Overnight he was stripped of friends, activities, and our attention.

Life for him after coming home for COVID-19 consisted of mom multitasking through every play time and mealtime. He got to watch a lot more TV and even got his own tablet, but he quickly saw through our attempts to entertain with electronics and found his own entertainment. My son went to war on my work Dracula. Every zoom meeting ended with him pushing the power button on my laptop. Grading? He tore my paperwork to pieces. Answering email on my phone? He would hit, bite, pull hair, or literally pull my glasses off my face and throw them across the room. Dracula got us both.
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