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FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 



JENNIFER BARCLAY

 
Teacher at Victoria Shanghai Academy
Hong Kong

‘ W H E R E  I S  A L L  T H E  T O I L E T  R O L L ? ’

Chinese New Year Vacation. It started with some texts from my colleagues, ‘Buy masks and hand sanitiser
before you come back from your holiday.’ These messages were accompanied by photos of long, winding
lines outside various Bonjour and SaSa stores. Two cancelled flights later, we landed in Hong Kong with bags
full of alcohol (and not the fun kind). We landed to much panic and rumours about the virus and potential
shortages to come.
 
The first few days are a blur. My school, like many others, was already suspended but didn’t yet have a
handle on how to proceed. We were just told to set work for the students. We scrambled to get things
together like I imagine our students do the night before an exam. Many curriculums didn’t have easily
translatable activities to just pull out of a hat. But on we sailed our battered ship and survived the first
week.
 
Bring on the technology! As with many Drama teachers, I try to avoid using too much technology. It
permeates every subject to such an extent that I see my subject as a much needed relief from the shiny,
electric heroin of technology. And now, the only conduit I have to reach my students is the internet. I
learned no less than seven Apps in four days: Google Meet, Google Hangout, Zoom, EdPuzzle, Flipgrid,
Quizzez and Padlet. Had I ever used them before? Nope. Most, I had never even heard of. And yet, here I am,
now a titan of technology, a high tech heroine, a maestro of the machine! Did I oversell that?
 
I bought a Nespresso machine for my house. Armed robbers are stealing toilet paper! (No joke!
www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-51527043) As the suspension has been extended, and extended and
extended even further. I find myself adjusting to the new ‘normal’. I set the week’s work on Sunday. Google
Classroom sends it out on the day of my classes. I have Google Meets set up to repeat weekly in the
calendar. I teach into my computer. I change it up by sometimes watching myself talk and sometimes staring
at the avatars of the students. They seem to exist in some other realm. This is not the Drama class I’m used
to.
 
Settling in for the long haul. Now that it seems this is going to be the situation for a long time, we are all
finding new ways to teach. Along with learning new technology, I am learning how to get performance work
out of students in different houses. Zoom has ‘gallery view’ and ‘record’ which allows students to all be on
the screen at once and record themselves doing scene and devising work. I am getting them to film slapstick
scenes in their homes, make masks out of found materials, make comics, collages, etc. My DP students are
filming their Research Projects at home. Sure, it’s all a bit of a scramble but it’s also kind of exciting. At some
point, this will all end. But for now, ‘Get on with it. No one wants to hear you complain anyway.’
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Writing about our experience during this quarantine proved to be 
more challenging than I thought. Where do I begin? The day we learned our one week Chinese
New Year break was going to morph into a three week and then five week hiatus from school?
Do I start with the compulsive shopping I almost instinctively succumbed to when we were
finally able to buy vegetables at our local shop again? Or do I talk about the difficulty of
supporting my son’s and daughter’s online education while making sure to create engaging and
meaningful lessons for students stuck in their own living rooms? 
 
At our school, I work with those students who need a bit of extra support to access the
curriculum. Our department supports learning differences, provides EAL classes and works with
the social/emotional upheavals that can occur at a school. Learning remotely is probably most
challenging for the individuals who walk through the doors that lead to our team. Meeting
individual student needs via a computer is no easy task. Assignments that take the average
student three steps and a supported student five are now turning into ten step programmes. 
 
Maintaining a sense of community is even more important during a quarantine. It can be really
lonely when you are used to collaborating, sharing and chatting regularly with your school
community. I now find myself rather stuck in a compound that is removed from others. 
Temperature checks and sign-out sheets make coming and going feel less free and the
mandatory mask visually and mentally creates a barrier that keeps out an errant cough but also
blocks smiles and muffles voices.  
 
Families back home are concerned, stressed and often misinformed. Deciding to stay or go was
a constant struggle which, after a while, became a game of ‘should we have…?’ In the end, I’m
glad we stuck it out. We’ve kept our extended family in Canada safer, have enjoyed an incredible
amount of quality family time (turns out our kids are pretty good at euchre) and we’ve avoided
having to put our dog in canine quarantine at a kennel. Now we wait until the local authorities
announce that we can return back to our campus. I am sure the cafeteria food, playground
antics and regular lessons will feel extra special for quite some time.
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As I move toward the end of what is my fifth week in home isolation in the South Chinese
megacity of Shenzhen, without a clear end in sight, there is a lot which has been a great struggle
but there are still other things for which to be grateful.
 
I have remained in my apartment in the heart of the city since the beginning of the epidemic but
had to part with my wife and daughters on January 24th, who were taking a return trip home to
Taiwan to visit family over Chinese New Year. I had decided to stay behind to focus my energies
on my Masters’ studies, which I am currently doing with Trinity College Dublin. Saying our
farewells at the airport, we never imagined that this would turn into a protracted parting, which
is now likely to stretch to two and a half months at least. There was no window of opportunity
for me to join them in Taiwan as by the time the scale of the crisis was realised, Taiwan had shut
its borders to mainland travellers. In the intervening time since my family left, I have ventured
outside of my apartment only a handful of times to take out the trash. As the seriousness of the
situation became more apparent, temperature monitors appeared at every building and shop
entrance, faces became uniformly clad in masks and my neighbourhood erected an extensive
barricade – allowing for only one entrance in and out of the suburb for residents and then only
after a mandatory temperature screening. Most shops have been shuttered for weeks, yet there
are small signs of life attempting a return to normal in the increased flow of traffic on the roads. 
 
 
 
 
 
When stuck in the midst of a crisis on the scale of this epidemic you are immediately humbled in
knowing that besides taking basic precautions, there is nothing within your power which you can
do to alter the course of events that unfold. This perspective forces a rethink of your
expectations of yourself as well as of others. So instead of spending my time panicking about
things outside of my control, I have taken what is a rare opportunity to pause and reflect on my
life. For some this can be a frightening prospect but I have found the time to reflect rather
cathartic.
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IT  IS  HARD  STAYING  POSITIVE  IN  SUCH  A  PREDICAMENT

BUT  I  HAVE  TAKEN  COMFORT  IN  THE  SMALL  GRACES

WHICH  LIFE  HAS  BESTOWED  UPON  ME .



One of the many things for which I am grateful during this time is the knowledge that my wife and
two young daughters are safe in Taiwan and at least they have the opportunity to enjoy fresh air
and nature in abundance just a short drive into the countryside in my father-in-law’s car. Another
blessing comes in the form of modern communication technology. We are blessed that in 2020 we
have video calling capabilities and that daily, I have been able to phone not only my wife and
daughters in Taiwan but my parents back in South Africa too. Without this capability, I could only
imagine how much lonelier this extended isolation would feel. It is truly inspiring, when during a
crisis like this, one sees the positive potential of technology – instead of its destructive powers we
have grown so used to seeing in the media. Using an application on her phone, my wife has been
able to order fruit and vegetables for me which get delivered to the door of my building,
cancelling the necessity to go out to supermarkets filled with people. Furthermore, technology has
been an essential channel through which to receive updates on cases of the virus around the city.
Of course it goes without saying that internet in general is a lifesaver and it has made the hours
between the long spells of study, entertaining.
 
I cannot emphasise enough how important it has been to find outlets for creativity – just to keep
one’s mind busy in general. Luckily my studies have provided such an outlet in addition to re-
engaging with some hobbies I haven’t paid any attention to in a long time. I have busied myself
with cooking, painting and communicating with friends back in South Africa in addition to
engaging online with my high school students and other members of staff. The biggest challenge
in maintaining a sense of normalcy has been sleep, as being knocked out of routine for so long I
have not managed to maintain a consistent daily bedtime. Living in an apartment of only 67
square meters, exercise has been another challenge but with all of these challenges have come a
much greater sense of appreciation for those liberties which are too often taken for granted.
Needless to say, having an 18th story balcony and being able to watch the sunset and see the
mountains of Hong Kong has calmed my mind many a time.
 
Teaching of course has been and continues to be a great challenge. My drama students are
keeping a positive attitude and doing the work that they can over the distance but it is too early to
know what will happen with their practical examinations. Our weekly check ins are as much a
comfort to them as they are to me. We have used online meeting platforms and share file pages in
order to at least progress in their written portfolios and exam study preparation. We are doing our
best to innovate with the technology available to us at this time and students are trying, where
they can, to record videos of their practical work which can then be shared with their peers for
feedback. We are lucky that the examination boards have tried as far as possible to accommodate
us given the situation and have given us an extension to coursework submission dates. The
biggest lesson learned within the school context has been the need to be prepared for unexpected
situations on the scale of this one. Resultantly, I have committed myself to ensure that in future
all curricular work is accessible online so that students can try to maintain some sense of
normality in their daily lives.
 
One thing I wish people would realise within times like these, is that panic is the greatest enemy
and will not change anything on the ground. Much like brave teachers who have continued their
work through times of war and crisis, we must remain committed as far as possible to ensuring
the futures of those in our care. Events the likes of this one can happen anywhere in the world
and as the virus spreads, it seems that my reality will soon be that of educators in many other
locations around the world. The best advice I can give, is to keep your mind active, take care of
your body and try your best to maintain a routine to keep you focused as you move forward. We
will get through this crisis, all that we require is patience and a good pinch of faith. Positivity is
truly the elixir for the soul and I will remain positive and patient until we can enjoy the unmasked
fresh air again.



‘OHHHHHH Man, WHERE. TO. EVEN. BEGIN.’ When information started to 
come out about this virus, I honestly never considered it to become what it is today. Living in Shanghai, you
sometimes feel as though you are in a bubble of safety until suddenly, it bursts. My family had initially
planned on staying in Shanghai and waiting it out. It’s our city and our home and we didn’t want to abandon it
during its time of need. Until clinics started to close and masks were in short supply, we felt nervous being
there with our two-year-old. All of a sudden, my ability to create dramatic situations in my mind was not a
good thing. I thought of all the worst scenarios and the anxiety and fear got the best of me. We finally decided
to pack our bags and head just two hours away to Japan to ‘wait it out’. Within two weeks, things in Japan also
started to get worse so we went to Hong Kong and eventually landed back home in Minnesota. During all of
the stress and fears, I am trying to have live sessions with students, create engaging content and keep a smile
on my face while taking care of a rowdy two-year-old, all at the same time. It is one of the most challenging
situations I have ever experienced in my life. eLearning is NOT for the faint of heart. It is an on call teaching
style that doesn’t stop from the moment I wake up until the moment I go to sleep. And when I wake up the
next day, it’s catching up on all the messages from students who are in a different time zone.
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There are a lot of positives from this whole experience. I have loved
getting to connect with other Theatre educators from all over the world
over the course of these past few weeks. I am so inspired by the fantastic
people who have shared ideas and created incredible learning
opportunities for students – they truly embody what this community is all
about – and it has honestly gotten me through yet another difficult time
in my life. Being a part of it reminds me that I am more than the bundle of
anxiety I have become through this experience – it reminds me why I love
the theatre and teaching it in the first place. And it reminds me that no
matter where you are or what you go through, this community will always
be there for each other and it is an incredible thing to be a part of. And
after all is said and done, my son Asher has loved every minute of his
nonstop travel!
 

Now that we are back in America, I do feel a sense of relief. Living out of hotels is not for me and having a
space to work and be with family is helping calm us all down and I feel so grateful to work for a school that
has allowed me to be in the place I feel most comfortable right now. During the times I get to connect with my
students has become the only time I am actually not thinking about the virus or how long we will be away
from Shanghai, or finances etc. I have come to need that time with my students to take a break from all the
self-inflicted dramatics. I have learned how strong my students are in the face of difficulty. I know I am
supposed to be helping them, but really, they are fuelling me. To be able to share stories about the creative
process and hear about my students’ successes and how they are using theatre to get through this are the
most uncomplicated times of my day and it reminds me that there is light at the end of the tunnel.
 



My name is Phil Clarke. I am a Theatre teacher in Beijing and 
I have been an active member of ISTA for 25 years. 
 
Right now I am on day 25 of campus closure due to the outbreak of Coronavirus in China and
beyond. I would like to share how difficult the closure has been for myself, my students and my
family over the past weeks. But the truth is, I can’t. I was outside the country on Chinese New
Year vacation when movement restrictions started and like many colleagues I chose to return to
my ‘home country’ and city, Adelaide, Australia. For those of you who know Adelaide you may
also know that it is home to the biggest arts festival in the southern hemisphere and it is
happening right now! So my professional development is wonderful as well as the fact that it is
late summer weather and the beach is nearby! Not feeling too sorry for myself. So I will confine
my comments to the online learning experience for me, the school and my students.
 
Right now we have no idea when the campus in Beijing will be open again. So over the past
weeks we have settled into a routine that has become ‘the new normal’.
 
The day typically starts early with responses to emails I received overnight from students and
colleagues. Our school has not closed but the campus is unavailable due to government
restrictions which, quite wisely, the school supports. Class schedules are as normal and we
deliver lessons on our existing timetable. Documenting the day’s lessons takes between one and
two hours and then I post to classes.
 
We remain online and available during scheduled lesson time for support. Given time
differences, the day finishes around 6:00pm. 

PHIL CLARKE

 
Teacher at Beijing City International School
Beijing, People’s Republic of China
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TIME THOUGH, HAS BECOME PRETTY FLEXIBLE AS STUDENTS

AND COLLEAGUES ARE SCATTERED ACROSS THE REGION AND

BEYOND AND WE HAVE FOUND THAT STUDENTS CARVE THEIR

OWN PATH AND SCHEDULE THROUGH THE WORK.



Very quickly we realised that this plethora of great resources was, while wonderful, confusing for
teachers, parents and students. In response have we have become more unified and consistent
while keeping it simple and using platforms that are most effective. For me that is email, WeChat,
shared Word documents and Zoom meetings.
 
Zoom has become more and more the preferred app for live one on one conferencing with
students and colleagues. Given our situation it offers great flexibility. Our school held a whole
school staff meeting with 162 staff over five continents. This was a pivotal moment for many, as
staff realised that we are still a community, laughing and sharing together. The app also lets one
talk and see students face to face while sharing screens and drawings, record meetings, sharing
docs and note taking. It is like the app has been made for our situation.
 
Our school has been an incredible support with admin posting online updates, listening and
responding. They have provided generous personal support with checkups from team leaders and
curriculum coordinators. The school has been generous with financial support where needed and
technological support that has been beyond excellent. No day goes by without multiple contacts
from colleagues. It feels good to be in this community. We are close and perhaps we value each
other even more given this experience.
 
 
 
 
 
Online learning, by its nature, has taken the focus away from me, the teacher and given greater
control to the students. This is taking some adjustment for all of us. 
 
We now find ourselves in an environment where ‘natural’ communication flow is to an extent
limited and instruction, whether by written tasks or video message, is paramount to
understanding. Consequently the way I set up exercises and think about activity structures and
scaffolding, wording and details has changed enormously. I can’t fall back to the tried and true.
I'm learning to be concise (not a natural gift for me), direct, choose good models and support with
backup questions. It sounds like good practice. But online practice demands it.
 

Digital Theatre Plus (Albeit with connection issues outside the campus)
Email
Managebac
Microsoft Teams
Microsoft Stream
Padlet
Shared Word documents
The school’s online Office365 resources
Trello
Wechat
YouTube
Zoom
And then some.
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Online platforms are abundant as are fantastic resources. Our staff use:

PERSONALLY AND PROFESSIONALLY I FEEL I HAVE LEARNED MUCH OVER

THE PAST MONTH. I AM A PRETTY CONFIDENT TEACHER WITH LOTS OF

EXPERIENCE BUT THIS SITUATION HAS SHIFTED MY PERSPECTIVE.
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IT 'S  NICE  TO  NOT  FEEL  ALONE .

I have been troubled sometimes by mixed engagement from some students but great support
has been provided by admin, curriculum coordinators, counsellors and parents to help students
adjust to our new way of working. Students are producing creative work. They screenshot, write,
use video and collaborate on tasks. One remarkable pair of Grade 6 students separated by space
and time, chose to work together on a task. They recorded media in their home, sent it to each
other and edited their remote interactions together into one performance that appeared like the
students were in the same room. It says a lot about how the tools we have can bring us together
and how our students are feeling right now.
 
My Grade 12 students are midway through the collaborative project assessment as part of their
IB and school diploma studies. This has produced unique challenges that they are coping with as
best they can through Zoom, online docs and chats and holding their breath until we can be
together again. We await a response from the IB with respect to this tricky situation but know
that we are not alone in this situation.
 
It is interesting that much of the work students are presenting is informed by their current
circumstance. 

The last few weeks have not been without disappointment. We have what we think is a great Arts
department and were excited about our upcoming projects across all year levels. Day by day the
prospect of planned music and productions seem less viable. Sports and other community and
student led events have been (quite rightly) curtailed. Our planned trip to the New Delhi ISTA
festival has been cancelled. These events are part of the glue that holds us together and are
highlights of our year. As the days go by we are actively thinking of how we might fill those gaps.
 
It's great to know that what we do as drama teachers still has an important role under our
current position. I am glad we can provide it. Beijing has a remarkable community of drama and
theatre teachers who actively share and in the past few weeks they have been a wonderful and
comforting resource. Special thanks to Hannah Northcott for her input and enthusiasm. Thanks
too to the ISTA community for reaching out and sharing. 
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STUDENTS  HAVE  A  VOICE  AND  WANT  TO  SHARE  THEIR

WORLD  AND  SITUATION .  THEY  ARE  LONELY ,  SOMEWHAT

STRESSED  AND  MISSING  THEIR  FRIENDS  –  

AND  I  MISS  THEM  TOO .



Having taught for 20+ years in three different countries, teaching 
as a profession seems pretty straightforward. From one culture to the next, the faces change but
the fluency in which one delivers their passion for the teaching profession remains much the
same. That is until someone tells you to stay home – and teach.
 
We arrived back to our apartment in Beijing on 30th January. We had been holidaying in Japan
and had been watching the media with interest. Our Head of School had kept us informed and
the decision had been made that we could either stay away or return to Beijing and that, aside
from a short delay while the leadership team sorted out the logistics, our return would involve
teaching our students via online applications such as the Microsoft 365 package.

MARK ELSHOUT

 
Teacher at Keystone Academy
Beijing, People’s Republic of China
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We made the decision to return to Beijing as,
statistically, the numbers seemed quite low for a
country of 1.3 billion people. A month later,
there are 400 cases that have been confirmed in
Beijing so, for a population of 21 million within
the city of Beijing itself, the numbers still seem
quite low.
 
Regardless of the figures, the system of keeping
people away from each other has slowly been
stepped up. I am guessing this is to help to keep
those numbers where they are. And with
children being susceptible to catching things, it is
probably a good idea to keep children away from
each other.

Image: A normally busy road basically empty.
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Delivery Personnel can't get in to compounds so piles
of parcels are lined up at the gate in the street
outside.

Every person entering is checked for residency proof
and temperature checked.

Whether masks are effective or not, everyone
is expected to wear their mask when they are
out. Most Beijingers are used to the occasional
bad air day when you mask up but this is at a
whole new level.
 
We are fortunate that supermarkets have
remained open and supplies are plentiful so
we have had no issues cooking meals and
eating healthy as always. Once again, you have
a temperature check each time upon entering
the supermarket. Unfortunately, the majority
of restaurants are shut. A couple of them are
doing takeaway only and a handful have
remained open but for those who are used to
eating out on a regular basis, this has basically
halted.

As a result, our life is somewhat different to what we are used to. We live in a compound of
1,500 occupants of which we assume most would have returned to after the Chinese New Year.
Of the three entrances we normally have access to, only one has remained open and involves
showing a special pass and having your temperature taken every time you enter the compound.
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Masks are the new norm.



If you do want to eat out, hand sanitizer is provided
along with a temperature check and a document to
be filled out with your name, age, gender and home
address. It seems, everyone is keeping records to
track people if a case is reported within the
neighbourhood.
 
For those who are used to household help, the
helpers can't get in to the compounds so we have all
had to get in touch with the real world by doing our
own housework for a change.
 
We have all been affected by cancellations of school
trips, conferences and other forms of mass
gatherings – which has resulted in many having not
much to look forward to. For expats, flights home for
the spring break in March/April are unlikely with a
copious number of flights having been cancelled.
 
In terms of education, when you are used to all of
your materials and resources being on hand and
having the luxury of walking into your classroom on
any given day to deliver your lesson with a minimum
of preparation, that has all changed. Instead,
teachers are spending hours creating movies and 
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instructional slideshows to try to maintain the educational trajectory whilst all students and
teachers are forced to remain in their own dwellings. For the motivated students, this is working
but for those who normally require an extra eye to keep them on task, they are struggling to
keep up and maintain a good work ethic.
 
I think that most local Beijingers are more concerned about those in Wuhan who are living under
considerably different circumstances to us. In a sense, we have a few inconveniences but nothing
that affects the ability to live a relatively normal life. From what we hear via CNN and other
foreign news services, the situation in Wuhan is much worse. Unfortunately, foreign news
services do tend to exaggerate so you do need to be careful what you believe.
 
We have just finished our third week of this new ‘norm’. Hoping that very soon, we will once
again be able to walk into our classrooms full of smiling faces and teach how we truly know how
to. We wait every day on our email for good news. 

A normally busy restaurant strip empty.

Didi (taxi) drivers are putting up sheets of
plastic to protect them from their passengers.

ONE  DAY  WE  WILL  BE  BACK  BUT  THE

QUESTION  ON  EVERYONE 'S  LIPS  IS  ‘WHEN?’.  

NOT  SOON  ENOUGH .



I am one of the many nomadic teachers currently roaming the world 
armed with a laptop and smartphone since the outbreak of Coronavirus. 
My story begins with flying to Thailand on the 18th of January…
 
20th January – I’m on our first beach holiday with my daughter. A friend shares a speech from a doctor
in China on social media. My daughter and I spent the afternoon examining the tiny crabs on the sand.
Two hours later there is a post on WeChat from a Shanghai travel based company regarding
cancellations. They attach an outbreak map with the number of infected in each province.
 
At 5:00pm it states that there are 445 cases in China, nine in Shanghai alone and nine deaths. The rate
has doubled in one day. Not concerned and I share this new information with the family WhatsApp
group.
 
21st January – Visit an elephant sanctuary. Amazing.
 
22nd January – I am struggling to relax, nature of teaching I suppose. I sit under an umbrella and
watch my daughter squeal in fear at the tiny sand crabs. Laugh and breathe.
 
23rd January – Wuhan locked down. I google to see how close Shanghai is – 8.5hrs driving, 4 hours by
train. 500 miles suddenly feels rather close. Facebook confirms that my friends around the world are
glad we are in Thailand.
 
24th January – Immediate action being taken by school, no clubs or trips for two weeks. We will find
out on 27th January if school will open as planned on 3rd March. Our Frantic Assembly week long
residency is cancelled. I need to prepare for online learning in case the school is shut.I register my
travel for the Chinese authorities as requested… and Disneyland is closed.I am not worried – though I
will buy more pasta when I get home. Start to review the resources I have set up on Firefly, particularly
for IB and IGCSE. Daughter sent to play in the pool while I watch from behind the laptop.
 
25th January – Happy Chinese New Year. Friends in China tell us their family trips and celebration
dinners are cancelled in Shanghai.

CAROLINE FARMER

 
Teacher at Dulwich College Shanghai
Shanghai, People’s Republic of China
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26th January – My daughter dreamt that she coughed and was placed in quarantine and no one picked her
up. School will now be shut until the 17th February and we will begin online learning on the 3rd February.
Firefly here I come. I see it’s going to be busy so I take my daughter to the cinema to see Jumanji 2. As I
watch, I think of a teaching idea inspired by the film.
 
28th January – Only a few days until teaching – it is OK. I move from the hotel to an apartment I found on
Booking.com. Thankfully it is very cheap and has Wifi. I will put my daughter on Roblox for a few hours.
Now to set up a Drama curriculum that students can do wherever they are in the world. Changes will have
to be made. You would think this would be a marvellous opportunity for students to watch some amazing
theatre for a couple of lessons but this is going to be impossible. There is no ‘watch it on YouTube’ in China.
Our IT department is now working 24 hours uploading videoed lessons for an entire school onto our
internal media platform; I cannot upload anything as I am outside China.
 
I have taught myself how to use Microsoft Teams! Well done me. Now how does the Classbook thing work?
No one knows how to set up individual form Classbooks within the main Classbook. I google – I work it out!
I screencast how to do it and share it with the staff. Another member of staff shares another hack and we
are off! ‘Mummy, can we go to the pool?’‘Only if there’s Wifi’, I respond.
 
29th January – The major airlines cancel flights in and out of China. ‘Hoping all who want to get out do so
and safely’, says a friend. Gulp. Now the WeChat messages are flying. ‘Where do we go?’ ‘I’m going to fly to the
UK to stay with family.’ ‘I haven’t lived in the UK for 14 years, I don’t have anyone to stay with’, says another. ‘We
can’t afford to stay in hotels’. This is escalating quickly. My current accommodation is booked until the 8th
February. Breathe, I have time to make a decision. I cancel my return flight to Shanghai.
 
School tells us we can return on the 16th in time for school opening on the 17th February. I hear that some
staff are gathering in Vietnam where it is cheap. Do we go there? I message my theatre technician to check
he is OK. He is from Shanghai and said his family are just staying indoors. I can’t really take my daughter
back to Shanghai, can I?
 
30th January – First cases confirmed in the United Kingdom. My family is starting to understand the
enormity of what is going on. My mother thinks we should come home. I don’t want to fly home only to
have to fly back to Shanghai in a couple of weeks. Anyway, I’m too busy with lesson plans to make a
decision now. We went to buy masks. There were none, then there were some. I wish I had bought more
now.
 
31st January – Daughter’s 10th birthday. No card for her but she says she doesn't mind. If we were in
Shanghai she was going to have a sleepover. I take her to a water park and meet up with another nomadic
teacher family. Lovely and exhausting day – good to be forced not to look at news and social media.
 
1st February – I decide to look at the price and times of flights to the United Kingdom as our
accommodation cannot be extended. My heart stops. Clear as day on the Spring Airlines website ‘All flights
in and out of Bangkok and China cancelled 8th-20th February 2020’. British Airways says the same. We will
be trapped. We won’t be able to go anywhere. Where will we stay? I need a flight, now. Oh no, there are no
flights for tomorrow… or the next day… got one! How expensive is it? Doesn’t matter, buy buy buy! My heart
is beating but I am relieved. Fly to Heathrow on the 3rd February. Tell my mum, she is relieved.

3rd February – Masks on, daughter under strict instructions not
to bite nails. Arrive at airport, so many people in masks. Mostly
westerners without masks. The cabin crew wear masks. So do we.
Arrive in Heathrow holding evidence that I have been out of China
over 14 days. No one asks me questions or takes our
temperature… I chat to the Uber driver on the way to my mum’s. I
tell him I normally live in China. He is visibly taken aback. I will
need to get used to this reaction.

At the time of publication, Caroline was travelling to another country and wasn't able to complete her reflection in full.



STEPHEN FINEGOLD

 
ISTA artist and teacher at Shanghai American School
Shanghai, People’s Republic of China
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FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 

We left Shanghai when we began to feel it was not safe to be there. The shops and streets were
beginning to feel empty and we were being checked for fever and sprayed with sanitiser
wherever we went. We stayed with colleagues in Thailand for ten days before heading to our
home in France which is where we remain. We are now waiting every day for information on
when the Shanghai Education Commission will allow us to reopen the campus. When we do
return, the SEC has imposed a mandatory 14 day self-quarantine for anyone planning to enter
an educational arena, including students and faculty. According to various international
organisations our school has consulted with and referenced consistently throughout this
situation, the risk of the coronavirus (COVID–19) is still viewed as significant. The World Health
Organization considers it a ‘public health emergency of international concern’ and the Center for
Disease Control ‘recommends that travelers avoid all nonessential travel to China’.
 
Distance learning is proving very difficult for the whole school community, students, teachers
and parents. For teachers, it greatly increases the hours spent in preparing and delivering
classes and providing meaningful feedback. We are constantly reviewing and updating how this
works in practice but we are all working very long hours in trying to ensure high quality
education for our students.
 
This situation is something none of us ever thought about or had experience of until now. It has
been a very difficult period of time. The Performing Arts department has been hit with cancelled
concerts, productions and visiting artists. As we begin week four of distance learning, we are
stretching ourselves to think of new and innovative ways to teach theatre, dance and music to
individual, isolated students across 20 time zones.
 
The situation is all consuming at present and the feeling of separation and uncertainty is
profoundly unsettling. However, some positives will come from this period and, as we wait for
news from China, we know we will come together again stronger and more unified than ever.
 



CHRISTIAN GARRETSON

 
Teacher at Western Academy of Beijing
Beijing, People’s Republic of China
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FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 

My wife and daughter planned to visit The Philippines for seven 
days over the Chinese New Year and brought only that amount of luggage. Now we are going on five
weeks. If you know the movie Lost in Translation, that is how we feel sometimes. So we are buying
more clothes, trying to move around a bit and of course, the online teaching takes up a lot of time.
Someone would think if they had an unexpected five week long vacation in the middle of winter it
would be welcome but the reality is there is so much uncertainty it is hard to enjoy this time. We have
gained solace from realising how much more difficult other families of our students have had it and
we have tried to be grateful that our experience has not been more difficult.

PERSONAL LIFE

LIFE WHERE WE LIVE
The Philippines is not affected by the Coronavirus. We are staying at my father-in-law’s house in 
the Iloilo province of Panay Island. It is far from everything and very boring. We have the computer
but no TV and if we want to go somewhere, we go to the mall. We have stayed at a few hotels over
this time just to have a break and give my wife’s parents a break. I don’t think they expected us to 
be visiting for over a month. Another difficulty is that our subdivision experiences ‘brownouts’
sometimes. This is when the power goes out for anywhere from 3 hours up to 24 hours. The
brownouts make life really miserable and when they happen we are fleeing to the mall! Overall, we
feel really grateful we have a place to stay and there is a strong family community that supports us.

TEACHING LIFE
Even just thinking about teaching Drama exclusively online is strange. I have tried to stay true to the
original curriculum as much as possible but there are many aspects to consider. One aspect I have
been wanting to utilise more is students filming their work. Our school is very tech savvy so there are
many platforms for doing this. Another aspect is that our students may not always be able to
understand and interpret English directions. Another aspect is time differences. We have students all
over the world and we have to be sensitive and flexible with deadlines and the amount of work we
are assigning. Another aspect is the Grade 12 High Level Theatre students. They are being forced to
complete their tasks primarily online. It must be nerve racking for them and I feel so stressed just
trying to lend support and knowing our deadlines are looming. Overall, the HL students have been on
track and I believe they will stay on track. The MYP students have mostly project based assignments
and this is surprisingly conducive to online learning as long as the instructions for the project are
clear and there are not too many steps or insufficient online support and tools.



PAUL GATISS

 
Teacher at Victoria Shanghai Academy
Hong Kong
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FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 

Dear fellow Drama teachers 
 
This is my first year teaching in Hong Kong and I must say it is proving interesting. I am really
enjoying living and working here, but as you can imagine, there have been a few challenges. All
schools were closed in November for five days due to the protests. This was a short term break
that didn’t disrupt us too much but I have to say that the fact that it coincided with my
production week wasn’t ideal. The production went ahead the following week successfully so
that was a relief.
 
As the whole world is of course aware, the Coronavirus has caused a few more issues for many
Asian schools, their teachers and students. All Hong Kong schools have been cancelled for a few
weeks now since the Chinese New Year holiday. This doesn’t mean that we are still on holiday, of
course. We are in our third week of teaching online. Google Classroom and Google Meet are my
new friends. Each school day at the regular lesson times I meet with my classes online and teach
my lessons. As you might imagine this presents a few issues for practical subjects like Drama.
 
My DP students are videoing themselves doing their preparation work for their research
presentations in their bedrooms and I’m giving them feedback in the lessons. Most Hong Kong
apartments are pretty small so finding enough space to perform their moments of theatre is
challenging for them, as you can imagine, but they are finding creative solutions to the
problems. These students are very busy but of course this would have been a busy time for
them in any case. They yearn to be in a Drama studio – but so far that has not been possible.
 
My MYP classes would ordinarily be very practical; lots of collaborating in groups, devising,
storytelling and performing. My solution to this so far has been to try and make the lessons as
interesting and interactive as I can. We are reading playscripts live with students given assigned
roles and timing the turning on of their microphones just before their next line (if too many
mics are turned on at the same time it results in distortion and feedback). I’m posing questions
to the class and the class are giving answers either by turning their mic on or texting to the
group. I’m setting small research tasks that they are Googling in real time and typing responses 
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as they uncover the answers. I’m putting older students into groups. Each group has its own
separate Google Meet and I join each group in turn, while they discuss and rehearse the
performance of scenes from the play we are reading as a radio play, making live sound effects to
run alongside the dialogue. I’m trying to make activities in these lessons as similar as I can to
what I might be doing in regular lessons in the Drama studio.
 
All in all this is going pretty well. My interactive lessons appear to be enjoyable. I know I’m
enjoying them more now I’m not just setting them some written work to be getting on with and
the student response is pretty positive so far. 

FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 

MY  YEAR  6  CLASSES  ARE  CONSTANTLY  TEXTING

RESPONSES  TO  THE  PLAY  TEXT ,  HAVING

CONVERSATIONS  WITH  ME  AND  EACH  OTHER

ABOUT  WHAT ’S  GOING  TO  HAPPEN  NEXT  AND  ARE

SIGHT  READING  WITH  IMPRESSIVE  SKILL .  

MY  OLDER  STUDENTS  ARE  WORKING

INDEPENDENTLY ,  ALREADY  COMMUNICATING  WITH

EACH  OTHER  AND  REHEARSING  THEIR  SCENES

WHEN  I  JOIN  EACH  GROUP .

So, I’m doing my best to deliver teaching in as interesting a manner as I can. It’s a lot more work
than teaching my regular lessons. More prep, more marking, more emails to write and reply to
but I’m surviving so far. My sanity is still intact. Despite the fact that it has just been announced
that all Hong Kong schools will remain closed until April 20th. I’ve still got to carry on being
creative in my teaching for some time to come.
 
Best wishes
 
Paul Gatiss



JOSH HATT

 
ISTA artist and 
teacher at Qingdao Amerasia International School
Qingdao, People’s Republic of China
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FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 

Remember when you were a kid how you were picked up and 
thrown into the deep end of the swimming pool? Despite the fact that 
you had the training and understood the basics of water safety, you had a few choices of what
to do in that moment:

Hold your breath and hope for the best
Kick, punch and destroy anything or anyone who came your way
Freeze while the fear induced paralysis took over your whole body and wait for your
impending aquatic doom
Smile as you complete a somersault and impress the onlookers
Make your way to the surface, tread water and watch all those seemingly confident
swimmers around you make it look easy (while you wish you’d gone instead to that
optional Saturday fun swim to improve your craft)

Regardless of what you did in that moment you had to survive, right? That’s how I felt when
COVID-19 wreaked its quiet havoc and closed down schools throughout Asia. Here we are, two
weeks in (some more, some less) of eLearning and regardless of how long you’ve been
teaching, where you’ve been teaching or how amazing you are at it – you’re speechless. How
are we supposed to teach Drama to students sprinkled all around the world?

THAT SINKING FEELING

Some teachers switched gears without a second thought, some got excited, some froze in
paralysis and others were overtaken with the feeling of dread. Some, like me, rotated through
all four – sometimes in the same hour!
 
When it all happened, I spiralled: how was I supposed to take care of a toddler, clean a house,
cook all the meals, teach ‘eDrama’ and make daily (sometimes hourly!) life changing decisions?
There is no training for this! So I put the gorgeous toddler to bed and I jump on my school’s
WeChat (China’s version of Whatsapp) or the adhoc Personal Learning Community (PLC) – that
our administrators set up through Microsoft Teams for teachers to collaborate and support
each other through this. As I scroll through all of the opinions, worries, solutions, ideas and
experiences, I think to myself: ‘But they already didn’t understand what I do as a Drama
teacher, so how is this going to help me?’ My thoughts then started to go out of control. Not 
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only do I experience ‘teacher guilt’ I am also Canadian, so I apologise in my sleep! My Canadian
guilt mixed with teacher guilt, mixed with an I-have-a-14-month-old-child-exhausted-brain
rendered me useless. So I did what any good drama teacher would do… I closed my computer,
poured a glass of wine and smiled knowing I had a good emergency lesson plan that I would
give to my classes for Monday’s start. Inspiring, right?

Some colleagues are both teachers and have two and three children who have to
navigate the lower school approach to eLearning and the middle school and the high
school.
Some colleagues are stranded in Thailand and have to struggle through intermittent
Wifi and fight the temptation to go snorkelling!
Some colleagues are stranded in the United States.
Some of us are in quarantine…

But what about the kids? These kids are dealing with the same stuff. But what’s worse is they
are being taught by teachers who likely have never experienced anything like this before. How
are they experiencing this as a student? Certainly I am not the only one who planned a less-
than-inspiring lesson plan while I treaded water, watching others excel or also tread water or
worse, sink. Hours of screen time? Wait, isn’t there data that suggests that all this screen time
is damaging to the human brain?
 
WHAT AM I DOING?! I AM THE WORST TEACHER ON THE PLANET! I AM SO SORRY STUDENTS! I
AM AN ISTA ARTIST, WORKSHOP LEADER AND TEACHER – I NEED TO BE AN EXAMPLE! (Canadian
guilt, remember?)

The next day, I pulled my good ’ol N95 mask over my head (a breathing mask designed to help
me through this outbreak) and went to get some groceries. I lined up to have my temperature
taken so I could enter the store that permitted only twenty people to be in the store at a time
and I got wondering: ‘My gosh, my situation is so bizarre! But what about others?’ I couldn’t
even bear to imagine those who were sick and losing lives. Instead I focused on more bearable
thoughts of others as much as I could:

Josh, his partner Fan and their
toddler, Parker



M A R C H  2 0 2 0  |  B E H I N D  T H E  S C E N E S

So I lovingly and professionally start to distance myself from my school’s online PLC and found
communities of other displaced and curious Drama teachers. Facebook groups like MYP Arts, IB
DP Theatre Teachers and Drama Teacher Academy (DTA) had teachers start to post things like:
‘Any other Drama teachers out there doing eLearning?’
 
I reached out to a few and added them to a WeChat group for us to share our experiences,
ideas and resources.

It was then that I decided to swim. I had to swim. For my family, for my students and for my
sanity.
 
So once my toddler was down for a nap I got my drama thinking cap on. I asked myself some
questions:

How can eDrama be engaging for the students?
How can it be relevant to them?
How can I provide learning experiences so they’re continuing learning and growing?
How can I leverage screen time and practical learning experiences?
How can I provide the same dynamic, collaborative, electric feeling of a Drama class
even though we’re sprinkled all over the world: China, New Zealand, United States of
America, Korea and The Netherlands?
How can I support the students in a meaningful, human way?

These are uncertain times. At the time of writing, our school still doesn’t have a definite go-
back-to-school date. We have a ‘hopefully it’s the second week of March – but unlikely.’ How do
people deal with uncertainty? Everyone has their own way of living with it. Who knows how long
we’re going to be out of school? Who knows the long term effect this is going to have on each
of us? There’s so much we can’t control – so my husband and I made a rule:

No one knows how long this is going to last, and no one knows how ‘best’ to deliver drama
lessons in an entirely online eLearning setting.
 
I wanted the students to make theatre. This is what was next planned in the curriculum for all
of my classes if we were still in school. So even though we were sprinkled around the world, we
were going to devise things based on personal interests. But how?
 
I thought of the ways I can use the online platforms available to us as a school and tools that
students and I use. We’re a Microsoft school who uses Managebac as our Learning
Management System (LMS). Using that, I made a list of all the things I wanted/needed to ensure
a decent experience and also work as closely as we would in class.

THE FIRST STROKES IN UNCHARTERED WATERS

NO  MATTER  WHAT  WE  FEEL ,  WE ’RE  GOING  TO  BE

KIND  TO  OURSELVES ,  EACH  OTHER  AND  THE

WORLD .
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Process journal Microsoft OneNote
This allows you to push out pages and read the work that the students were doing in real
time. Microsoft Word (online) has a similar function but it’s all kept in one place in OneNote
like a binder. I let the students do work by hand if they preferred and simply asked them to
upload a clear image of it.
 
Homework and class announcements on Managebac
Our school asked that we still use Managebac as our main communication tool with the
students so it was linked to the curriculum and kept a record of it all for both students and
teachers.
 
Coursework uploads Managebac
Anything graded would go to Managebac so it could be linked to their grades.
Microsoft Teams (and Google Classroom) also had this function but our school required us to
use Managebac.
 
Group discussions and collaboration WeChat and OneNote
There is a neat function in OneNote where all students can eMeet called ‘Collaboration Space’.
This lets the kids be able to contribute to online (text) discussions in a public forum. I also
used WeChat if I wanted to get a hold of them quickly.
 
Group meetings Microsoft Teams and WeChat
Sort of like Skype. If we could find a common time for everyone to meet, we could have video
meetings. The students could simply logon and meet ‘face to face’. Amazing for when we want
a personal touch.
 
Video sharing on Microsoft Stream
We are in China, so we need a VPN to access sites like YouTube. Instead I would find videos
and upload them to Stream. It makes the video watchable and doesn’t require a VPN.
 
Direct instruction WeChat and Microsoft Teams
In addition to my task and activity instructions on Managebac I always record a short
video and upload it to our class WeChat. It lets me explain a concept or a task as I would in
class. The kids really respond positively to it. Microsoft Teams lets you also record voice,
video and even screen share if you want to give students a demonstration. It saves the video
and you can share it with the students.
 
Feedback to students and teacher WeChat
I found that I was really missing other human beings. I was typing so much to give
the students feedback and feel connected and so their work would be validated. Instead
I started simply recording myself in a video and sent them that. We had a conversation. I
told them that they could send messages and that I would respond when I could. At first
I worried about getting a message at 10:00pm but when that happened I just didn’t
respond until the next morning. It created healthy boundaries while also letting the kids have
a direct connection with me. I found that they in turn started recording and sending
voice messages, so it was like we were having a discussion.
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Once I had the system up and going, after the first and second week I surveyed the students to
see their experiences and if we should make any changes. They all said they like our system
and appreciated that it was so personal. It wasn’t perfect but it worked for us.

JUST KEEP SWIMMING

I stopped treading water and I started swimming. It may not be perfect but it really seems to
be working. We are connecting as a class ensemble and we are all being patient and kind with
each other as we navigate our own bizarre and unique circumstances.

WE  HAVE  GOOD  DAYS  AND  BAD  DAYS

BUT  WE ’ RE  COMMUN I CA T I NG  AND

WORK I NG  THROUGH  I T  TOGE THER  –  

Once I started to give myself a break I started to find more comfort in everything. Instead of
trying to be the best I just focused on my best. Sharing in these online support groups – who
get the context of an eDrama classroom – gave me courage and comfort. All of us are sort of
treading water in a way and that’s fine. We’re not going to be perfect and it’s going to take time
to become really good at it. We have no idea how long we’re going to be out for so community
seems to be the best answer at the moment.

# E N S E M B L E .

My advice...
Hang in there, reach out to others. Be honest, be vulnerable. Forget
the hustle. Do what you can and try to swim with your students. Let
them join you in the process. They miss you so much and likely long
for that drama room that is unlike anything else for them. What we
do matters, so just swim. Oh yes and please wash your hands!

FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 



M A R C H  2 0 2 0  |  B E H I N D  T H E  S C E N E S

TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR PERSONAL LIFE HAS CHANGED
Both my wife and I are teachers in China, she teaches PYP (or kindie kids 
for non IB teachers) and I teach MYP and DP (or middle school and high school). We teach in
Guangzhou where there have been 339 confirmed cases of COVID-19, better known as the
Coronavirus. She is a local and her family grew up here.
 
I’m from Canada and during the first week of the virus many of my friends and coworkers who
were abroad for the Chinese New Year vacation decided not to return. Within a few days, many
of those who were in Guangzhou decided to leave. With each passing day it seemed more and
more travel restrictions were being imposed. There was uncertainty about the virus and
uncertainty about quarantine leaving the country.
 
As it was Chinese New Year, we were in the middle of the largest migration of people on the
planet when the outbreak in Wuhan occurred. Coworkers who were visiting Hubei at the time
were placed under quarantine, some are still there and each day the World Health Organization
increased the severity of the warnings. Many teachers caught the first available flight out of
China. The longer we stayed, the less options there were for flights out of China and the
likelihood that we would be quarantined upon arrival in another country grew.

SHANE KENNEDY

 
Teacher at Utahloy International School
Guangzhou, People’s Republic of China

FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 

In Guangzhou, public gatherings were banned and
it became compulsory to wear masks and submit
to temperature checks when entering all buildings.
People from a given community were not
permitted to enter other communities and most
buildings had a single entry point where screening
was mandatory.
 
And still, the feeling within my building and that of
the friends we have here, is one of solidarity and
hopefulness. The city has been trying to contain
the outbreak and limit the impact on the lives of
families here and everybody is supporting the
effort.

My wife and I outside The Opera House in Huacheng
Square where there a usually thousands of people.
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TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE
There are levels to the quarantine. If you are in a building where there has been a confirmed
case of COVID-19 you are instructed to report to a designated hospital and then there is a
recommended fourteen day self-quarantine. There has been a ban on all public gatherings,
meaning while you can shop or take out food from a restaurant or coffee shop, you may not
congregate inside and most shop owners meet you at the door for a temperature check while
they take your order.

Mandatory temperature checks outside
of McDonald's and the shopping centre.

A normally busy grocery store, well-stocked
but empty.

COVID-19 information displayed on screens
in empty malls.

More COVID-19 information displayed on
screens outside empty malls.
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We can come and go as freely as we please, however we are subject to temperature checks
upon leaving and entering the building and all are advised to keep a one meter distance
between yourself and others. All food is readily available from fresh produce to imported
goods and there is no difference in the amount or quality of food in any grocery stores. 
 
I feel completely safe. I have seen no impact from the virus itself (meaning I don’t personally
know anyone who is sick) but a lot of impact from the fear the virus has caused. Quarantine
and flight restrictions from China are major concerns for those living within the country. As my
wife’s family is here, we decided to stay. With each passing day however, options to leave are
becoming less and less of a possibility.

Empty city streets.

TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS CHANGED
I am Head of Year 10 at an international school here in Guangzhou and I teach MYP/DP Theatre
as well as Theory of Knowledge. We have a very active Creative Arts Programme at our school
and the students’ stage two big productions a year. A Shakespeare play and a musical. We
finished A Midsummer Night’s Dream in December and the kids were in the middle of rehearsals
for Oliver! which would have been staged in March. We were also bringing our middle school
actors to Shanghai for the ISTA Middle School Festival. With the postponement and cancellation
of these events the students are left with a further sense of loss.
 
Three weeks ago, when it became clear that school would not be resuming due to the rapid
spread of COVID-19, our school, like many, launched its online learning programme. We were
primarily working with Teams, Managebag and OneNote, supplemented by videos uploaded
from teachers. It quickly became apparent that despite all the platforms we employed to
deliver content and instruct our classes, we were and are, dealing with a much bigger problem.
Students who left China are often not in a situation where they can consistently access online 
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learning. Some have arrived in countries to find themselves quarantined in hotels and unable to
access even the basic of online instruction. Students within China, who often relied on internet
cafes to work with their peers were suddenly without a place to meet.
 
From a pastoral perspective the goal has been to assess the individual learning ability of our
students in their given situations and then decide how best to facilitate them moving forward and
meeting the curriculum requirements. To say it is more time consuming than in-class instruction
would be an understatement.
 
WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE?
My father is in St John’s, Newfoundland and my sister is in California. Most of my conversations
with them are an attempt to convince them that life in Guangzhou is, for the most part, normal.
And it is. There are challenges we face each day living in Guangzhou due to the Coronavirus but
for family members abroad the news reports and the fear that is generated can become
overwhelming. The panic makes a difficult situation even worse. To understand a concern as
complicated as the one China is currently facing requires an unbiased look at what the media
presents and then the understanding that the situation itself changes day to day, hour to hour.
 
WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS EXPERIENCE BOTH PERSONALLY AND/OR
PROFESSIONALLY? 
Personally, I have an even greater appreciation of family and friends. I have been pleasantly
surprised at how communities in Guangzhou have pulled together to help each other. Being a
foreigner abroad it can become easy to resent cultural differences, particularly in times of crisis.
The predominant feeling here is one of support and cooperation. Most daily interaction outside
the household takes place behind an N95 surgical mask. It is difficult to tell what a person is
feeling when you can’t see their face and for most, a kind word goes a long way.
 
Professionally, I empathise with my students. We have Year 12 students who are midway through
the process of completing their Collaborative Project and are unable to meet to finish the task.
We have two basketball teams that were to compete in Taiwan for an ACAMIS title and the
tournament is cancelled. We have students who were preparing an entire semester for the school
musical which is now postponed. And we have students who are uncertain about their future and
when they can return to school. The support of teachers and classmates is key. Our school sports
teams are the Wolves and there is a Rudyard Kipling quote… ‘For the strength of the pack is the
wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack’. We rely on each other. While online lessons can
provide the essentials for learning, clearly a school is much more.
 
The interactions of coworkers, of teachers and students, the accomplishments and activities
outside the classroom are the foundation of a school community. I look forward to getting back to
work and getting the students back in the classrooms, on the courts and fields and of course, up
on the stage.
 
There have been many more positives than negatives from this experience. Whether students and
teachers are stuck abroad or isolated in China, we are a community. We continue to work together
to support each other. Today in Guangzhou there have been no new reported cases and the ten
foreigners infected have all recovered. Restaurants have reopened and the ban on communal
gathering is lifted. It’s a beautiful sunny day outside and my wife and I are going to the park to
film material for online lessons about colours and shapes. Guangzhou Jiayou!
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WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE I LIVE
I live in Hong Kong but I left for 17 days. The city ran out of masks just before 
the Chinese New Year (CNY) holiday and after the week long break I came back and masks were still out of
stock. I felt like I was judged every time I went outside without a mask and people would always ask me
where my mask was. I often had to reply with ‘it is hard to wear a mask when you can’t buy any’. So any time
my friends said, ‘Oh, I am running out of masks, I wish I could get more’, I always responded with, ‘At least
you have some to begin with’. One friend even told me I should not leave my flat because I don’t have a
mask and he felt like I would get infected just from being outside.
 
I eventually found some masks at a small pharmacy and they were selling them for HKD $800 
(GBP £80/USD $100) for a box of 50. When I asked why it was so much, their response was that they were
‘special masks from Korea’. While I didn’t want to spend the money, I was really tired of being stared at so I
did end up buying some. In the week following CNY, toilet paper supplies ran out, as did supplies of kitchen
roll and tissues within my local shops. The hysteria was setting in and I decided it would be easier to leave
for a while than stay. I felt like the city was depressing and I didn’t want to be in a place where I felt like I
was being judged all the time.
 
TEACHING LIFE 
Teaching has become even more full on than it already was. Especially at the start of the process. Most of
my classes were in the process of doing collaborative tasks so shifting them from doing collaborative
performance work to individual tasks was a lot of work. Creating new assessments and finding new ways to
keep students engaged in their learning has been tough and has led to long days of work. We are required
to be ‘live’ in our classes on Zoom or Google Hangouts for each lesson to deliver content or to answer
questions students have. I do like this approach as it is nice to be able to have class discussions and it is
nice to interact with our students again. I do find that it is easier to stay on top of assessments but I also
find that I am constantly giving feedback to students on even small tasks, just so they know the work they
do is valuable.
 
WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE?
I wish they knew how much work this is. As the online learning keeps extending (now officially school
closures will remain until the end of April!) we are constantly revising plans and looking for new approaches
to teaching. While we often have some really good students, some of them are struggling with the shift to
online learning. I’ve also heard some people reach out and say how they think I am on an extended holiday,
which is quite the opposite. 
 
WHAT HAS BEEN SOMETHING POSITIVE THAT HAS COME OUT OF THIS EXPERIENCE? 
The online community has been very helpful, as have my colleagues.

DEAN KRAWCHUK

 
ISTA artist and teacher at Canadian International School
Hong Kong

FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 



M A R C H  2 0 2 0  |  B E H I N D  T H E  S C E N E S

TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR PERSONAL LIFE HAS CHANGED.
If I could describe my personal life here in Hong Kong I would use 
the word ‘tense’. This city has had a rocky start to the school year with protests and now the
virus conditions are disturbing everyday life. I am walking a delicate balance between not
putting myself in harm's way and not going stir crazy inside my small Hong Kong apartment! It’s
not that drastic but I am a Drama teacher after all!
 
TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE.
Here in Hong Kong there are no specifically restrictive quarantine conditions except shows
cancelling, working from home encouraged and minimising public congregations. The schools
have been closed till the 20th of April. However, the EDB has allowed for small groups of exam
classes to come into Harrow.
 
Our school very kindly allowed teachers to leave Hong Kong if they wished, so long as they kept
on Hong Kong time when they taught online. 
 
My partner and I decided to stay. There were a couple of reasons for this. Mainly it was a waste
of money for us and a bit of solidarity with the city I now call home.
 
TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS CHANGED. 
Each day we log onto the online platform of Zoom to teach our lesson from Year 6 all the way
to our Year 13s. We also utilise Google Classroom to set work and deliver materials to pupils.
Whilst I miss the one to one interaction with pupils and other staff members, I commend
everyone on adapting to this new learning environment. I will not lie, in the beginning most of
my classes consisted of quotes like: ‘How do I mute you all?’ or ‘OK, I’m going to do something
and I hope it works!’ Or even: ‘Wait a second. Why can’t I hear anyone?’
 
As director in residence it has been particularly challenging. In our first term we staged the
senior school production which this year was slated to be an immersive piece of theatre based
on the myth of Orpheus and his journey into the underworld. All was going well right up to
production week when the protesters stormed Polytechnic University and the EDB closed all
schools for the safety of the pupils. My heart sank that this rather ambitious piece of theatre 

CHRISTOPHER MCINNES

 
Director in Residence at Harrow International School
Hong Kong
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would never see the light of day! It came to the Monday when schools were still closed and we
discovered they would reopen on Wednesday that we all hit action stations. We held an online
meeting via Zoom with pupils to work out a plan. Wednesday we ran a dress and tech rehearsal
all in one and then we opened our show for one night only on Thursday with rave reviews. I
was so proud of my performers!
 
We have also been rehearsing the musical Annie all through the first term and the start of this
term till we were closed. This continues to be the biggest juggling competition, with new dates
for this show changing each time the EDB extends the closure. Musical Theatre International
has been nothing but supportive of us by extending rentals, changing performance dates and
even agreeing to a reduced performance. With the changing nature of this environment I think
we are currently on Plan D with this show but who knows if that will change… Annie the podcast
anyone?
 
WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE?
It’s not that bad here? Life is going on as usual, albeit under some interesting circumstances. It
has been wonderful for the expat community as I feel some comradery has developed so we all
don’t get cabin fever! I have never felt scared or worried.
 
WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS EXPERIENCE BOTH PERSONALLY AND/OR
PROFESSIONALLY?
This has been a lesson in both resilience (for pupils and teachers) and taking advantage of the
circumstances.
 
I am overwhelmed and impressed by the resilience our pupils have shown. When talking to
them about the constrained conditions under which we would mount a show, it surprised me
how adaptable and excited they were. Their willingness to take on the circumstances is
refreshing to see. Their determination to get the show to the stage has been what has kept me
going through some tough times here.
 
It has also been challenging teaching Drama via webcam. However, as a department we
embraced it and are exploring some lesser utilised areas of our discipline. The pupils have
loved the units we are running on radio plays (or podcasts as they correct me with) and
produced some great work. It has been a great time to work specifically on the voice with
pupils as well. When we reopen I expect we will have the most articulate and vocally expressive
actors in years!
 
WHAT HAS BEEN SOMETHING POSITIVE THAT HAS COME OUT OF THIS EXPERIENCE?
It has been a hard reminder of ‘the show must go on!’ It has done wonders to bond our
department and also given some time to reflect on why we do what we do in the arts and
education.
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I have lived in Shanghai for three years and am originally from Berlin, Germany. The first time I
heard about the outbreak of the virus was shortly before the start of our Chinese New Year
holiday when everyone in China was travelling. Since then my daily life in China stands still.
 
In the first week Shanghai was very empty as it usually is during Chinese New Year but the
news about Wuhan became worse and eventually they shut down the city. We only heard that
the virus could be transmitted from humans to humans but we didn’t realise how serious the
situation was because on 23rd January there was only news about 571 people who had got the
virus and 17 people who had died. We went outside to buy food to celebrate Chinese New Year
as we normally would. In the market the food stock was as usual but everyone was already
using face masks.
 
On 26th January the school informed us that they would temporarily close and would reopen
again on 17th February. By that day already 1,975 people were infected and 56 people dead in
China. In Shanghai however the regulations were not too strict – we could still walk on the
streets and shop but with more precautions. Public transportation was running but almost
nobody used it. We stayed home for nearly the whole week.

RAPHAEL MAYER

 
Teacher at German School Shanghai
Shanghai, People’s Republic of China
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3rd February was the day school was normally scheduled to return after Chinese New Year, had
the campus not temporarily closed. The government had declared an extended CNY holiday to
try to limit travel and keep businesses closed to help keep the virus at bay. This is when we
started our online learning programme for our students. The entrance to our housing
compound remained closed and deliveries had to be picked up outside of the gates. Very few
people were outside anymore – rather people opted to stay indoors where it was ‘safe’. There
was still a sufficient food supply in the supermarket but less than usual. The kiosks and the
fruit store were also open so we always had enough food and water.

Face masks are now mandatory.
Here we are stocking up on
water.

By the second day of online learning 20,438 people were sick and 425 people had died. From
that day on we checked the situation of the virus every day through our phone networks and
on average, 40 people were dying daily.
 
By 9th February many people had returned to Shanghai for work because the extended holiday
period had ended. More security guards and policemen were on the streets to watch and make
sure that people wore their masks and were safe.
 
In cities outside the Hubei province (including the capital city Wuhan) the situation has become
better and many people have even recovered. In the last days when it was sunny more and
more people began to go outside again in Shanghai.
 
The school is now closed with no definite opening date and I have heard that the situation in
Italy is also very serious with infections continuing to increase in numbers.
 
I wish everyone who is dealing with the virus in their countries good health. Please be very
careful, especially when you are in public, wash your hands and wear a face mask if you can. Be
safe and healthy!
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I didn’t really know anything about the Coronavirus until I was about to get on a 22 hour long
train journey into Tibet from China during my Chinese New Year holidays. Suddenly at the
station there were all these notices about how to avoid the flu by washing your hands. Fast
forward a couple of days in Tibet, a new law was introduced that we must wear a mask in public
at all times. I wasn’t impressed with this as I was already struggling with the lack of oxygen.
 
This was also about the time we received an email from the school relaying the information
from the Shanghai Municipal that students were to remain off campus for two weeks, although
staff were still required to attend school. Not too fazed by this as China will close schools for
lots of different reasons. I was more focused and excited about the work I could complete
without students for two weeks. Two days later we received another email saying that staff no
longer needed to return and that we would be starting an online teaching programme. I was
still in Tibet, only having access to filtered news – although the atmosphere in Tibet had
suddenly changed. We were getting temperature checks at every corner, officials were spraying
disinfectant on the bus and lots of places started to close down. I still didn’t have much
information about the Coronavirus at all.
 
Four days before I was meant to leave Tibet to return to Shanghai, I was on the way to Everest
base camp when our guide was told to turn around – that all tourist spots had been closed
across China and that foreigners needed to leave Tibet as the borders might close. This is when
the seriousness of the situation started to sink in and I had to make the decision of where to
go.
 
Leaving Tibet isn’t easy, the only two options are a 22 hour train journey into China or limited
flights to a few optional Chinese cities. I was concerned about returning to Shanghai, fearing
that the borders might close there. Flying internationally involved multiple stops across China
which didn’t appeal to me. In the end, with a lot of help from family in Australia, I found a flight
out to Bangkok with only one stop in mainland China. And from Bangkok, under a lot of
persuasion from family, I flew to Australia.

HANNAH MCFADDEN

 
Teacher at Western International School Shanghai
Shanghai, People’s Republic of China
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At the time, thinking school was only going to be closed for two weeks and considering the
expense to do this, I thought it was a bit of an overkill. I would have much rather spent two
weeks teaching online from a Thai resort but my family were really keen for me to leave Asia.
So I arrived in Australia after three days of travelling – it was 45℃ and I had a suitcase full of
clothes suitable for Tibet’s minus 15℃ winter – I was still thinking this was overkill until I saw
all the news that the rest of the world was reading and then I understood why my family was
keen for me to return. I also arrived on a weekend where Australia was in a state of
emergency due to bushfires, I had just left one national emergency for another.
 
So – February 3rd – which is when we were meant to return to school is when we started our
online teaching programmes. My school has been fabulous with the support, resources,
templates and advice they have provided for us to teach online efficiently. But there are
difficulties in planning without having an end date in sight. One week into what we thought
were two weeks of online, suddenly became a month and now that month is passed, we still
have no idea of when we will be returning to school.
 
Students are finding the independence of online learning difficult and constantly stating that
teachers are assigning too much work to complete in a typical lesson time. They are also very
much missing the face to face contact with teachers. Our school has now asked us to provide
short videos introducing the lessons to make students feel more connected to the classroom.
We are also offering regular Zoom meetings and opportunities for students to just have face
to face conversations. Our students are however all over the world in varying time zones. I ran
a Zoom meeting at 1:00am my time the other day… because most of my DP students are in
Europe or the Americas. I taught a lesson in my pyjamas! As a Drama teacher, where usually
my classroom is full of activity and noise, a typical lesson is 80% practical. I am constantly
striving to come up with ideas to keep students engaged and not dependent upon the
computer. I want to give them a break from writing and researching. I inspired my grade 6-ers
to gather materials from around their houses and to make a puppet. They are now filming
short films of themselves interacting with their puppets. My DP students are about to begin
the collaborative project from seven different countries, with the starting point of ‘virus’, of
course.
 
There are a lot of unknowns, we don’t know when we are returning and we don’t know what
the continual restrictions will be when we do return. Staff members and students still in
Shanghai are sharing stories of it being very desolate and difficult. Before we are even allowed
to go on campus, the whole community is required to complete a 14 day home isolation period
in Shanghai, we won’t be able to leave our homes at all! Our school community has been
amazing, the distance and not knowing is not affecting the support and friendliness of our
school. However I am very much looking forward to getting back in the classroom, at the very
least, just to play an endless game of my students’ favourite drama game – ‘safe if’!

FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 
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TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR PERSONAL LIFE HAS CHANGED
Hong Kong seems very down right now. Walking on the streets after the protests felt quiet and
subdued but it was nothing compared to what it is right now. Wearing a face mask and trying to
avoid personal contact as much as possible, people stare at you for holding a pole on the MTR
(subway train) and you are constantly in a sea of 'no smiles' with people wearing up to three
masks for protection.
 
The arts scene is totally suspended. Performances, concerts and gigs have all been cancelled
for the foreseeable future – some even as late as June. Theatre artists and freelancers in Hong
Kong are really suffering. I had some future projects planned which have also been cancelled.
One is a yearly collaboration with the Down's Syndrome Association of Hong Kong (DSA). I
usually work alongside other facilitators to put on a performance in June. However, the DSA
have cancelled this due to unknown circumstances. This creative time makes up a lot of my
personal life and is sorely missed by everyone at this time.
 
TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE
I live in Hong Kong in the centre of Wan Chai. I love my area and I'm very fortunate to be
surrounded by plenty of supermarkets. Therefore I have not felt a big hit in terms of supplies –
except for toilet paper! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I have decided to stay in Hong Kong to be as close to my students and fellow staff as possible
and give them as much support as I also need myself right now. I feel safe in the city, I have
never put that into question during my 7 years here, however right now it just feels ‘different’.

FINDING OUR WAY
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VANESSA NOBLE

 
Teacher at The Independent Schools Foundation Academy
Hong Kong

MY  FRIEND  VISITED  ME  TODAY  IN  MY

FLAT  FOR  A  CUP  OF  TEA  AND  SHE  ENDED

UP  BRINGING  ME  ROLLS  OF  TOILET  ROLL .

THIS  IS  TRUE  FRIENDSHIP  RIGHT  NOW  IN

HONG  KONG .
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TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS CHANGED
I mean you really have to be much more creative in your approaches. I am quite enjoying the
eLearning side of our teaching because the internet offers so much for students in 2020. I am
challenging myself to learn more platforms, software and free apps to generate student
engagement. It is really opening up my eyes to the possibilities! 

Students are really resilient thinkers. 
The internet is a wonderful place. 
To really appreciate what we have and the world that we live in.

Please note: I have spent a lot of time on my screen today so perhaps that was a little deep…
 
WHAT HAS BEEN SOMETHING POSITIVE THAT HAS COME OUT OF THIS EXPERIENCE?

I have learnt how to host a rehearsal with 75 students for a school
production! 
I have been able to spend more time with friends and family in my flat. 
I have had to relax into a slower pace of life and I'm able to appreciate
people more.

OF  COURSE  YOU  MISS  THE  FACE-TO-FACE  INTERACTION  AND

BEING  A  THEATRE  TEACHER  IS  ALL  ABOUT  THAT  PERSONAL

CONNECTION  YOU  MAKE  WITH  STUDENTS  AND  EACH  OTHER .

HOWEVER ,  WE  DO  KNOW  THAT  THIS  IS  A  TEMPORARY

SITUATION  SO  WE  THEN  TRY  TO  MAKE  THOSE  CONNECTIONS

IN  OTHER  WAYS  –  YOU  JUST  HAVE  TO  BE  CREATIVE !

WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE?
It's not just a holiday! I have had educators contact me and say you must be enjoying the
relaxing, being at home in your pyjamas and yes, whilst it does have its advantages, it is also
long days of planning and rearranging your whole curriculum and your approaches to
delivering it, activities to explore and demonstrate learning as well as assessing knowledge
and understanding. We are in a constant state of unknown because we don't know when we
will truly go back to school, so everything is happening on the fly. I am a massive long term
planner so I've had to really reassess how I plan my teaching. Trust me, this new structure
makes for very long days with massive amounts of screen time that is not ideal for anyone.

ISTA HIVE MIND: IS THERE ANYTHING THAT YOU WOULD LIKE HELP WITH IN TERMS OF
TEACHING? 
I would love to know if there is software or a platform I could use to have a live rehearsal. I
would love to be able to teach my choir and band without the horrible feedback (distortion)
that is on both GoogleMeets and Zoom. Any suggestions?
 
Follow Vanessa on Twitter @MsVanessaArts where she is sharing her work and ideas online.
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I was barely balancing the emotional titter tatter of the 'Should we stay or should we go?'
question when the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a Public Health Emergency of
International Concern over the outbreak of the coronavirus. It probably didn’t help that I
watched the streaming at 5:00am on the first day of my period. 
 
I hugged the throw pillow on the couch and cried.
 
'We’re stuck and screwed', I thought.
 
While the WHO did not recommend travel and trade restrictions, major airlines cancelled flights
to China, the United States declared a level four travel warning and at least a couple of
countries evacuated people from the embassies in Beijing. Several friends and colleagues left
China the next day and a multitude of fears assaulted my mind, the biggest of which was, 'what
if a travel ban was declared and we couldn’t leave even if we wanted to?' 
 
The mental titter tatter shifted heavily to the 'leave side' and it took all my strength to not fall
off.
 
The thing is, we couldn’t leave anyway because my daughters’ passports were expiring in
August.
So we’re staying – not for any valiant or noble reason but because we had to. I could fight it or I
can find peace with it. I chose the latter. But how did I ground my restless mind?
 
These are the steps I have taken.

FINDING OUR WAY
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HANNAH NORTHCOTT

 
ISTA artist and teacher at the International School Beijing
Beijing, People’s Republic of China

I shared with my husband about how I was feeling and we chatted about the pros and
cons of leaving vs staying. Having an honest conversation allowed us to process the
situation, our emotions and the options for our family. We came to a shared
understanding and decision on what we wanted to do.
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The ripple of this event has gone beyond the borders of Beijing. I hope these tools can help settle
the storm within you, wherever you are.  
 
TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE
The WHO's declaration that the Coronavirus is a public health emergency of international concern
elevated the global response that triggered some countries to shut off its borders from all
travelers coming from China, major airlines cancelled flights, foreign embassies like the United
States and the United Kingdom evacuated its embassy employees and the international schools in
Beijing are still indefinitely shut down.
 
Meanwhile we need to wear masks everywhere we go, wash hands more often, carry hand sanitizer
and minimize contact with other people. Recently compounds have implemented strict rules that
forbid visitors from entering residential areas. Some complexes have given their residents ID cards
or certificates to monitor when they enter and leave and there are some housing compounds that
have also limited the number of times residents can enter or exit their apartments.

I called a friend who is working for the WHO to get factual information about the
Coronavirus and she confirmed that the WHO did not advocate evacuations for expats in
Beijing. Though the virus is highly contagious, the fatality rate is between 1–3% and most
severely affecting people in the older age bracket with existing pre-conditions. She said
that we could keep calm and use the recommended prevention measures to reduce our
chance of infection.

I practiced Magical Mornings, a grounding exercise that focuses on gratitude, vision
casting, movement, prayer and meditation that has put my mind, soul, heart and body at
ease. During my lowest point, I prayed and meditated on Jeremiah 29 and Psalm 91 – it
gave me peace and the reassurance that we are where we needed to be. My faith has been
a source of comfort and strength throughout the years and biblical verses have often been
a source of personal guidance.Tim Keller shared in a podcast that it was through times of
sorrow and suffering that we become who we want to be and really, one can barely call
this suffering.

I made a list of dreams and goals that I can work on during this time. Rilke wrote: 'For the
creator there is no poverty and no poor, indifferent place.' One of my goals for example was
to declutter our house and thanks to the Well Declutter challenge and Astra’s guidance,
I’ve nearly achieved that goal! Clear space. Clear mind.

We have friends and colleagues who have also chosen to stay and we're connecting with
our community through WeChat, playdates, walks, coffees etc. The feeling of loneliness
and isolation can be debilitating and knowing that we’re not alone has been helpful.

I have a fitness plan and lead the Well Fitness group where women do 30–40 minute
exercises in their own home. Moving my body has been essential – I feel better after
exercising.

I will try to stay away from social media that makes the situation sound graver than it
actually is.

 

 

 

 

 



HOW DO WE MAKE THIS EXPERIENCE NORMAL FOR OUR KIDS (ESPECIALLY SINCE THEY KNOW
THAT MOST OF THEIR FRIENDS HAVE LEFT CHINA)? 
We've turned our home into a ‘Fun-unuary’ zone with kid-friendly learning stations, placed a gym
mat in our living room, set up a music studio and spend quality time with each other. We've also
set up a home station for eLearning for ourselves and the kids.
 
My husband and I are both teachers and trying to manage eLearning for our classes and for our
kids simultaneously is REALLY HARD. There’s nothing easy about it. Teaching one’s own kid is
practice of patience and self-control. Often I’ve wanted to throw their iPads out the window. I teach
Drama which is fun but now I need to sit with my second grader as we go through math, writer’s
workshop, reader’s workshop and the most difficult - Chinese! They are in the dual language
programme and I have zero language proficiency in Chinese. My Pre-K daughter goes through the
home studio through self-directed learning choices that also includes watching Disney’s Sofia in
Chinese. Yes we’ve been using television to teach Chinese to our daughter.
 
We haven’t figured out the balance here and take it one day at a time but we were thankful when
more families came home to China and on blue-skied days we meet at the park where kids can run
around and have some social time with their friends. Speaking of social time, we adults need it too.
I’m a part of a We Chat collective of women, called Well Women, in Beijing contributing uplifting
articles to unite the community, give them something positive to focus on and strive to thrive
during this very strange and unprecedented time in China.
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TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS
CHANGED
Everything! My teaching is now entirely through an e-
learning multimedia platform. This is new ground.
 
WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR
EXPERIENCE? 
I have mused about this on a blog post that I feel
answers this question about what others should
know and be aware of
www.dramayogi.com/blog/wuhan-coronavirus-a-
season-of-waiting
 
WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS EXPERIENCE
BOTH PERSONALLY AND/OR PROFESSIONALLY?
I’ve created a Magical morning practice that has
helped ground me spiritually, mentally, emotionally
and physically every day. I’ve combined ideas from
the following thought leaders Marie Forleo (Everything
is Figureoutable), Rachel Hollis (Start your Day Journal),
Hal Erod (Miracle Morning), Marshawn Evan Daniels
(Believe Bigger), Three Good Things (from Berkley’s
Greater Good) and also do physical exercises from the
Beachbody programme.
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M: Meditation
A: Affirmation
G: Gratitude
I: Imagination and visioning
C: Create
A: Action (exercise)
L: Literature

WHAT HAS BEEN SOMETHING POSITIVE THAT HAS
COME OUT OF THIS EXPERIENCE? 
For me it’s relationships, family and community. The
quality time that I’ve been spending with my family
and the long walks with my husband, Steve, have
drawn our family even closer together. During this
time, I’ve been a part of a Well Women collective.
We’ve been educating, inspiring and motivating each
other through a multimedia platform mostly with
WeChat and we’ve built communities around 
initiatives that have been helping women strive to thrive during this time. Through this initiative I have
led a 21 Day Fitness Challenge (we have over 300 women in the group with about 80 posting
consistently) and a Style Challenge. These things though it may seem simple have been an enormous
source of positivity and encouragement in the community.

My Magical morning practice includes the following:

Follow my journey www.dramayogi.com/wellness 
WeChat Hannah_Northcott and join WellWomen

http://www.dramayogi.com/blog/wuhan-coronavirus-a-season-of-waiting
http://www.dramayogi.com/blog/wuhan-coronavirus-a-season-of-waiting
http://www.dramayogi.com/blog/wuhan-coronavirus-a-season-of-waiting
http://www.dramayogi.com/blog/wuhan-coronavirus-a-season-of-waiting
http://www.dramayogi.com/blog/wuhan-coronavirus-a-season-of-waiting
http://www.dramayogi.com/wellness
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When news of the Coronavirus broke around Chinese New Year 
at the end of January, the collective memory of SARS was quick to 
surface. Surgical masks and hand sanitiser sold out and schools quickly closed, while offices
opened under strict health guidelines. 
 
I had been a stay at home mum before when my own children were small, so I thought,‘Great,
more time with the kids! We can do passion projects, maybe I'll take an online course…’ But
with an 8 and 10 year old to homeschool and my own classes to prepare work and correct for,
as well as added online sessions and meetings, the reality quickly proved to be rather different.
In truth it's been a juggling act and drawing a line under the work and saying, ‘Time to stop and
get out’ has been the biggest discipline!
 
Three weeks in and we're beginning to find a routine and homeschooling and home teaching
have become a matter of finding balance and moderation. International schools are all sending
work home and doing live classes online and my children are learning to manage themselves,
while I'm developing a better understanding of what my teenage students can realistically be
expected to achieve – without undue stress – as well as how I can set up the work so it doesn't
leave me drowning under pages of written marking. My classes have been doing research,
creating podcasts, reviewing online performances and students have filmed and evaluated
themselves and each other, as well as practising essay and creative writing techniques. While I
believe now more firmly than ever that there will never be a substitute for learning within a
physical community, as teachers we've mastered new technologies and discovered amazing
online resources, while my own children have done the same through their home learning.
 
Outside the world of education, my family are lucky enough to live in a small village by the
beach and surrounded by the countryside, so we are able to get out into the fresh air – the kids
can run around and bike ride and play outside with their friends once home school is done. The
reality is, that apart from wearing surgical masks and very diligent hand washing, for most
people life goes on as normal – going to work, doing their shopping, returning home, even
going to the gym and yoga. And the truth is, that so far out of over 7 million people there has
been an average of 2–3 new cases each day. That's 65 in total at the time of writing and the
fatality rate is lower than flu and the disease barely seems to affect children. For these reasons
we and most of our friends remain in Hong Kong unconcerned.
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However, the real contagions have been those of panic and hysteria, which lead to the far
worse disease – stress. A variety of stories go around on chat groups that all later turn out to
be falsely inflated, while the government publishes the real details of the cases daily. Panic has
caused an almost daily run on toilet paper and rice, following a ‘fake news’ piece on an
imminent shortage. Furthermore, a small portion of the community, especially students who
are not going to school, are kept housebound due to their anxiety or that of family members
which has overridden the health benefits of sunlight and fresh air. Worse, perhaps, is that
those who have chosen to leave Hong Kong, usually for family support at home or the chance
of a break, have been ostracised, often by their own home communities. Expats returning
home and people of Chinese origin abroad have been ‘treated like lepers’. Even for those who
are not worried about COVID-19 the combination of homeschooling, home teaching or working
and the raised level of hygiene precautions means that times are more stressful. But for those
who tap into the panic the stress must be phenomenal, yet we all know that stress weakens the
immune system.
 
When I'm able to take a moment in my day to reflect, I find that what is interesting is the full
gamut of human reactions and actions, both here and abroad from hysterical social media
posting, to ‘this too shall pass’ – from hoarding rooms full of toilet paper and thus creating a
shortage, to actively supporting local businesses. From parents taking each other's kids for a
break, to the ostracisation of individuals and families, from an increased sense of community
to surfacing racism. It surprises me how many people are quick to get caught up in the panic of
a social media storm, despite the fact that most people would normally consider themselves
above it.
 
While access to information and online tools has therefore been a huge blessing to me as a
teacher and parent as well to my students, I realise how far we still have to go in learning how
to use these tools for the benefit of society and not the detriment. Furthermore, I wonder how
we can engage with the questions:

'IN  DIFFICULT  TIMES ,  WHO  DO  I  WANT  TO  BE?’ 

‘WHAT  INTENTION  DO  I  WANT  TO  BRING  TO  THE  SITUATION?’ 

AND  ‘WHAT  IMPACT  DO  I  WANT  TO  HAVE?’

As a parent and a teacher, these are things that I will continue to consider long after COVID-19
has passed. And in an increasingly politically, environmentally and socially uncertain world,
perhaps these are issues and questions our ISTA community can share ideas in addressing?
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On 24th January, we went to our friend’s house in Nanjing to 
celebrate Chinese New Year. It was a lovely evening filled with eating 
delicious food, reflecting on the past year and discussing the possibilities for the next. We had
absolutely no clue that within a week we would be flying to Thailand amidst the crisis that was
(and still is) COVID-19.
 
It all happened so quickly and within a few days many people had begun to fly in all directions
around the world. We spent about a week going to-and-fro with what to do and in the end, we
made our escape to Thailand. The decision was a hard one. Strangely, we felt quite a lot of guilt
for leaving. Nanjing has been our home for eleven years so part of us felt a loyalty to stay. In
the end however, we made the move because we thought it was the best option for our
children. They were stuck inside and we didn’t know how long this would go on for, so we left.
We don’t regret that decision. In the last month they’ve spent their time swimming in the ocean,
having ice cream walks along the beach and breathing in the fresh sea air. That sounds idyllic
doesn’t it? But the reality is a little more complex.
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COVID-19 has a mind of its own and day to day things change. And so does the news – one day
we’re reading on local WeChat groups (Chinese version of WhatsApp) that ‘things are getting
better’, ‘shops are opening’ – the next moment we’re hearing about enforced quarantine and
children being separated from their parents. One minute we’re reading headlines that show
some progress, ‘numbers of cases are going down’ and in the next moment airlines are
cancelling more and more flights. Last Friday after spending many hours discussing our
options, we booked our flight home back to Nanjing. By Sunday the flight was cancelled and we
almost bought tickets to Europe. The next day we were booked on another flight to go back to
Nanjing. It’s a rollercoaster. It’s exhausting.
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And as well as all the emotional elements there is the sudden launch of ‘online learning’. It’s
pretty impressive that suddenly and without any warning, all schools in China (and many other
places in Asia) are doing something that they had never expected to do. Students and teachers
are navigating new routes of interaction and communication. It’s a challenge! 
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OUR  MOST  DIFFICULT  MOMENTS  HAVE  BEEN  TRYING

TO  HELP  OUR  OWN  CHILDREN  AS  WELL  AS  DEAL  WITH

THE  NEEDS  OF  OUR  STUDENTS .  HOME  SCHOOLING  IS

NO  JOKE .  THIS  IS  NOT  A  ‘HOLIDAY ’  

(AS  SOME  PEOPLE  MIGHT  THINK !) .

So after three weeks of online learning and four weeks into our trip in Thailand we are going
home. And with that comes the process of reflection. What memories will we have of this
experience? What has this taught us? 
 
 

I  THINK  MORE  THAN  ANYTHING  THIS  HAS

ENABLED  US  TO  SEE  THE  IMPORTANCE  OF  

PERSPECTIVE ,  EMPATHY  AND  HUMILITY .

While we’ve been expressing the hardships, we’ve endured in this crisis. Some people have
been stuck in their homes under strictly enforced quarantine. They have also felt the same
sense of uncertainty but for them there’s nowhere to run. While we’ve been lamenting about
our troubles, medical workers in Wuhan are still on the frontline of this crisis. Their story is
being lost in the headlines of ‘Global Pandemic’. They have been through horrendous
challenges in the last few weeks and their story doesn’t end yet. No one has any idea what will
happen in the next few months and how it will affect the global community but one thing’s for
sure – we have to try and view this crisis through a multitude of perspectives. There are lessons
to be learnt, but for now, we must try to avoid judgement and blame and instead we must view
it through understanding and compassion.
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TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR PERSONAL LIFE HAS CHANGED
Like most people, I tend to fall into routine. Patterns and routines. I know where to get my
coffee in the morning. I know who will be at the lunch table in the staff lounge and I know what
rehearsal I have after school. But now everything has been turned upside down. This
unexpected turn of events has upset the balance a bit. It’s isolated everything.
 
TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE
When information about the virus started to become more regular and urgent, we were still
living in Beijing. It was the middle of Chinese New Year, so it wasn’t that difficult to stay indoors
but when guidelines started appearing and shops started closing, naturally we started to
become concerned. When our school notified us that they’d be closing indefinitely, the
situation became more than just an interesting development. We followed all the
recommended steps and started to limit our outside trips, we wore masks and gave our Ayi an
extended break. We never felt unsafe but definitely more aware and cautious. When airlines
started cancelling trips and our government started to issue warnings, our conversation
changed.
 
As a family we’d been in similar challenging situations in some of the countries we’ve lived but
this was different. It felt different and the last thing we wanted was to be stuck in a country
that wasn’t our own without any options to get out. I mean, we live in uncertain times and there
was no telling what my own government was going to do. More concern about how my own
country was going to handle the situation and less about the host country.
 
On February 4th we flew out of Beijing. It wasn’t an easy decision by any means. My family and
I debated, we researched, we made lists, polled our friends and eventually we decided it was
better to be back in the United States than in Beijing. It helped that my wife’s parents vacation
in the warm southern states every winter, so we had an available, empty house and a car
waiting for us.
 
Arriving from China, we took the recommended CDC two weeks of self-monitoring and are
happy to report that we had no symptoms.
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For me, I’ve become more aware of how I instruct. This experience has highlighted just how
much of my instruction is… well… improvised. How much of it is responsive to what is going on
in the moment. The side of coaching, the immediate feedback, the back and forth as you
encourage a student through a moment of self-doubt. The ability to quickly shift gears when
the improvisation we’re doing is no longer working. Spontaneous conversations, inside jokes,
the ability to play off ideas that appear over their heads like lightbulbs – very difficult to pull off
over the internet with a 14–24 hour time delay.
 
When you’re writing every detail down or recording instructional video that can be easily
uploaded it can become exhausting. I’ve learned to be more direct with my instructions. 

Now, we’re just…waiting. In a holding pattern with no real end in sight. As soon as we’re able
to, we’ll make the trip back to Beijing. We like being ‘home’ but it’s not really home.
 
When we get back the A3 sized ‘Pros and Cons’ list will still be hanging on the refrigerator,
chock full of very valid and very meaningful statements in both columns.
 
TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS CHANGED
I’m not with my students for starters. I know that many of my colleagues are echoing the same
thing but for what we do – our discipline – it’s so important to be in that studio and part of the
ensemble. 

IT ’S  WHAT  DREW  ME  TO  THEATRE  EDUCATION

AND  IT ’S  WHAT  THE  STUDENTS  LOVE  ABOUT

THE  CLASSES .  THEY  CERTAINLY  DIDN ’T  SIGN

UP  TO  SIT  IN  FRONT  OF  A  COMPUTER .

WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE?
This experience has been incredibly isolating. I’m away from my house – my ‘stuff’ and my life
in Beijing. The familiarity of day to day life has been turned upside down. My family is pretty
flexible, but it’s tough to prepare for something like this – it’s tough to even know where to
begin to prepare. Sure, we’re safe and healthy and together but there’s this underlying current
of uncertainty. The not knowing when it will end and the multitude of questions that spring
from that uncertainty hangs over everything. I have had some well-meaning friends and family
members encourage us to be grateful for our ‘extra vacation’. Except, we’re not on vacation.
The ripple effect from this is going to impact the rest of the school year and into next.

IT ’S  LIKE  WRITING  SUB  PLANS  FOR

EVERY  CLASS  EVERY  DAY .
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WHAT HAS BEEN SOMETHING POSITIVE THAT HAS COME OUT OF THIS EXPERIENCE?
Man, this has definitely been a challenge, so it’s hard to find something. It hasn’t been
completely without benefits. That Minnesota has the 3rd largest number of theatre seats per
capita in the United States? Minneapolis and the neighbouring city of St Paul are ranked up
there with New York and Chicago for the highest number of shows going on at any given time.
With over 125 theatre companies, I’m taking in some theatre! The nice thing about that? The
matinee. Less expensive seats AND I can see a show before work.
 
ISTA HIVE MIND: IS THERE ANYTHING THAT YOU WOULD LIKE TO PUT A SHOUT OUT FOR
HELP WITH?
If there is anything that anyone has that is already used as an online lesson? That would be
incredibly helpful. Since I’ve never been an ‘online teacher’, none of the material that I currently
have is formatted or designed to be delivered online. It’s converting the stuff I do from memory
or the materials that I hand out in the studio that is taking up the most time and brain space. If
there is material that a teacher can look at and think, ‘This is ready to go, just upload and
share’, that would save a ton of time and brain space. I know it seems like a lot to ask but the
longer this goes on, the more energy it takes to transcribe.
 
That and support and encouragement. I know it sounds too good to be true but for me (and
many others), we’re not in a building surrounded by fellow teachers and especially not with our
Arts department colleagues. You don’t realise just how much you miss it until it’s not there. So
contact your friends who may be isolated and check in on them! I’m sure they would love to
hear from you.

WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS EXPERIENCE BOTH PERSONALLY AND/OR
PROFESSIONALLY?
Patience. Patience and grace. This is a new situation for me and in the beginning it was difficult
to know how to teach like this. 

I  SPENT  A  LOT  OF  TIME  BEATING  MYSELF  UP

OR  SECOND  GUESSING  WHAT  I  WAS  DOING .

IT  TOOK  ME  A  WHILE  TO  REALISE  THAT  MY

STUDENTS  WERE  EXPERIENCING  THE  SAME

THING .  I  ALLOWED  MYSELF  SOME  PATIENCE

WITH  THE  PROCESS  AND  I ’VE  GIVEN  MYSELF

SOME  GRACE .

I’ve also learned that I couldn’t be an online teacher. I knew years ago that I wasn’t an effective
online learner but it has been confirmed that I wouldn’t enjoy being an online teacher either.
Kudos to those of you who do it regularly.
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Hong Kong is a good example of a community in trauma! Following 
months of civil unrest last year (in what I and many had considered one of the safest and most
peaceful places in the world) Hong Kong was hit by COVID-19 with the Special Administrative
Region being placed on the highest emergency level on 25th January. Since schools were
already closing for the Chinese New Year holidays, the holiday period was extended to limit
commuting and large group assemblies in order to try to contain the virus. Since then the
Education Bureau of Hong Kong has continuously extended closures of schools such that they
will currently not reopen until at least April 20th.
 
As a Theatre teacher and management team member at a boarding school teaching the IB
Diploma (where all students AND teachers reside) in Hong Kong, the impact has been dramatic.
Our first challenge was that many students had left the campus to go on holiday during the
break (overseas, home in Hong Kong and to mainland China). Since the school remained closed
and we wanted to protect the community that had remained on campus from infection, we took
the difficult decision not to allow students to return to the campus who had left on holiday. As
time passed and the extension of school closures grew, we had to give those students
remaining on campus (from 80 different countries) the choice to return home… and many did.
Teaching staff also had to quickly come to terms with providing eLearning for all students and
IT training sessions were quickly organised. Surreally, with only a few students still residing, the
campus became something of a ‘ghost town’.
 
The outcome is a unique experience for the teaching staff as residents at the school. Previously
my days were packed with teaching Theatre and TOK, running CAS activities, participating in the
pastoral/residential programme and attending to management responsibilities – things that all
bled into evenings and weekends. Suddenly I was working mainly from home (my apartment on
campus) surrounded by my children (two teenagers doing home learning due to the closure of
their school) and my wife (not a teacher but also working from home). I was able to adapt my
teaching timelines and materials for online delivery; however, it took me much more time to
prepare than I had expected. A consequence was that I also had much more marking of work
returned online! Ironically the greater exchange of written learning seems to have benefitted
some students. Whilst one cannot replace the experience of students collaborating creatively 
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together, some found the academic (written) demands of IB Theatre easier to deal with at their
own pace at home. In terms of time I was also unprepared for the amount of time I would have
to spend supporting my children in their eLearning (though both are teenagers, they were quite
overwhelmed by the amount of work set up for them online by their school). I also spent much
more time in extra management meetings as we charted the way forward with each extended
closure deadline and the complication of some international schools arranging for partial
return of students in March despite the official deadline. We felt overwhelmed by the changing
government closure timeline, what some other international schools were doing despite this,
the demands of parents (including fee returns) and the concerns of the national committees
who select many of the students who represent their country at our school.
 
Another impact of the new way of working has been the ‘stir crazy’ effect. Because teachers are
so busy on campus 24/7 it is not unusual to feel that one will go somewhat crazy if one doesn’t
get off-campus sometimes! This feeling is greatly intensified by the hours working from home. 
 

STRANGELY  IT  BECAME  ALMOST  A  PHYSICAL

NEED… AN  ITCH  OR  TWITCH… TO  GET  UP  AND

GET  OUT !

There is a deep breath of relief as one walks through the gates and off-campus. However,
teaching staff were also mindful of the danger of bringing the virus back on campus.
 
Once off campus it was surprising to see how quiet things were. The usual hustle and bustle of
Hong Kong was gone with quieter streets and less or no queues for restaurants (for those that
remained open). I must admit, I kinda liked the new quiet! Everywhere one was met by a sea of
masks (the scars of SARs still fresh on the minds of Hong Kongers). Though doubtful of the
effectiveness of the masks, I wear them just to be ‘politically correct’ and appear as a
‘responsible citizen’. The impact on business and commerce in the city is palpable with some
establishments closing their doors for good. I worry how businesses and their workers will
survive. My 60th birthday occurred during this time and my fantasy of a ‘never to be forgotten’
wild party evaporated into a homely birthday cake presented by my lovely children. Food
shortages and hour-long queues appeared in some supermarkets as rumours circulated of
shortages of basic commodities – rumours that often created the shortages. Having taught in
Tanzania prior to coming to Hong Kong I wasn’t surprised by this scenario. I remembered when
living in Tanzania in the 1990s one adapted to a lesser range of ‘western’ goods in
supermarkets (something that has changed in 21st century Tanzania).
 
TO CONCLUDE, WHAT HAVE I LEARNED AND WHAT MESSAGES CAN I OFFER THE READER?
Firstly, though it may sound like a cliché, nothing is permanent. Who would have imagined that
a safe, efficient, stable environment like Hong Kong would so quickly become an uncertain,
crisis driven place of (violence during the social unrest), then empty streets and bars and long
supermarket queues? We must be ready to change and adapt and to teach our own children
and students to do so, they have many challenges ahead of them in the future, not in the least
politically and environmentally. Resilience and adaptability is always something I impress on 
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my own children. If we are concerned for future generations to adapt and flourish but our
teaching of Drama and Theatre is not doing this, then why not?
 
Secondly, everything is relative. Yes, the virus (following the social unrest) has had a profound
effect on Hong Kong. But (as some of my international students say) people have experienced
worse. I’ve been in places with less infrastructure, resources and greater dangers on the street.
The virus is a serious threat and looks like something we will have to get used to and live with
but statistically there are lots of ways we are more likely to die.
 

THIRDLY ,  AS  THE  WORLD  LURCHES  TOWARDS  THE

‘RIGHT ’  POLITICALLY  AND  SEPARATISM  AND

PREJUDICE  INCREASE ,  WE  CANNOT  RELY  ON  THE

CURRENT  SELECTION  OF  WORLD  (AND  LOCAL)

LEADERS  TO  SUPPORT  US  JUDICIOUSLY  IN  TIMES

OF  EMERGENCY .  INTERESTS  AND  DECISIONS  ARE

TAKEN  BASED  ON  CONSOLIDATING  POWER ,

RESTRICTING  INFORMATION  AND  FINANCIAL

INTERESTS .  IN  MY  OPINION ,  OUR  TEACHING  OF

THEATRE  ALSO  NEEDS  TO  WORK  AS  AN  ANTIDOTE

TO  THIS .  THAT ’S  WHY  MY  TEACHING  FOCUS  IS

USUALLY  ON  THEATRE  AND  DRAMA  FOR

PERSONAL  DEVELOPMENT  AND  COMMUNAL

CHANGE ,  SUCH  AS  PLAYBACK  THEATRE ,

PSYCHODRAMA ,  THEATRE  OF  THE  OPPRESSED

AND  VERBATIM  THEATRE .

I mentioned a community in trauma at the beginning of this article (and I think things are much
worse for some local Hong Kongers than people like myself) and local Psychodrama
psychotherapists like myself have been trying to organise events to support the mental and
emotional wellbeing of those affected in Hong Kong. It is something that Drama and Theatre
has the power (and could probably do more of) to help communities in need, such as ours.
 
Hong Kong will recover, but somehow, I feel it will never be the same again. ‘Treading water’
and biding time in the hope of a return to ‘normality’. Whist having just hit my 60th year I think
about ensuring my remaining time really fulfills my own hopes and dreams, using every
moment well and securing the future for my children (those of my blood and those entrusted
to me to teach). Love and support to you all.
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It has certainly been a disruptive year for teaching. The hackneyed pop 
psych phrase, 'find the new normal' has come into play as we start our fourth week of online
learning. Here are my reflections:
 
TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR PERSONAL LIFE HAS CHANGED
In some ways this is not as frightening for me as the riots were. The threat of physical violence and
being caught up in a very dangerous conflict felt more limiting however my world has simplified and
shrunk in terms of the scope of life and activities. Trying to be a performer in Hong Kong in my small
ways has been well and truly stymied. Singing for a production of Twelfth Night is now postponed
and we stay tuned to when and if.
 
As our physical workplace is now almost depopulated our school has kindly offered lunchtime
activities to bring the staff together (who can come to the campus). Gym sessions, frisbee matches,
Friday international themed lunches. I am determined to say 'yes' to opportunities that give me an
'outing'. Getting out of the apartment is so important now. To the peak for dog walks (not unusual,
there but more!), to local cafes we trust. Cinemas are an absolute 'goer' (Aussie phrase). My friend
noticed that the cinemas block book rows so that no one sits too near anyone else (at least 1–2 rows
apart).
 
To keep creative, I am helping a friend with her dance certificate course hefting my bod in 'Laban 8
Effort' sequences and rhythm sentences. We film in airy scenic spots around Hong Kong and this is
nicely therapeutic. I am disturbed by radio ‘ads' telling us not to shake hands with anyone and not to
go out. The initial immediate panic of wearing masks everywhere you go has slowed and it is
common and preferred to wear masks in taxis and public transport and in crowded shops and malls
but you aren't glared at any more if you dare not wear a mask walking down the street.
 
TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE
I am tempted to leave Hong Kong and teach online from sunny beach climes in Australia but what
stops me doing this is leaving our dogs (two adorable older Shih Tzu's). I don't want to put them
through fretting and will miss them too much. I am aware of numerous staff who have left to
conduct online learning from their homes or 'safer' locations around the world. It tests my resolve.
There is no quarantine in HK, thank goodness and the very strict and early closing of schools, I think,
was one sensible decision by the authorities. Supplies are low and the panic buying of toilet paper is
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a curious phenomenon. So was the actual robbery of a poor shop owner by knife wielding loo paper
thieves, ‘bog roll burglars’ I call them, reflects some of this. Online ordering of masks is the only
resort. I did watch a YouTube clip for making my own mask and can do this, if it comes down to
that.
 
TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS CHANGED
Teaching has changed dramatically (ahem). Gone are the physical warm ups and games, of course.
In MYP1, 2 and 3 classes we have adapted tasks to allow for solo performance. Students are not
bound to tell us where they are and we have to assume that students can't work with anyone else.
Collaborative work voicing a radio melodrama has changed to a '1 voice, 5 characters' recording. A
collaborative performance devising a Theatre in Education piece has become: 'You have been hired
by a TIE Company to create a portable one person show. This is a solo piece of theatre. You are
required to use finger puppets or shadow puppetry, rod puppets, marionette or hand puppets in
the telling of the story.’ The use of puppetry was, we thought, important to keep the focus on
theatre and less on filmmaking.
 
A Commedia 'conduct an interactive workshop on a character' task has changed to a 'perform an
infomercial on a character. Performing collaborative scenes on a play has become ‘create a
monologue for a character from the play’. In terms of teaching we are sourcing and creating more
models for our students. I am conscious that students don't have everything around them and some
families will not let their children leave their house/environs so shopping for props or craft is not
something we can assume. I have videoed two lengthy 'how to's’. How to create a Commedia mask
in 5 minutes and how to craft a shadow puppet show with Criterion B and C and D in mind.
 
WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE?
I learned from Akram Khan who came to Hong Kong to perform Xenos. An audience member asked
him that same question and he challenged us with: 'Be aware of what others are going through all
round the world.' I veer between 'this is all a ridiculous overreaction’ to feeling nervous and scared
for people in the worst affected areas and ‘fully approving every cautionary measure'. There is a
lack of common sense at times and as this goes on people have to have outlets. Our school more
than ever is focusing on fostering wellness for everyone. I am really impressed by this.
 
WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS EXPERIENCE BOTH PERSONALLY AND/OR
PROFESSIONALLY?
Be patient with yourself, be patient with others, assume nothing, second guess your assumptions.
Be aware of students' privacy. We ask them to turn cameras on but they are speaking to us from
their homes and bedrooms so we cannot insist. Be really understanding of students and teachers
very different contexts and environments. Watch out for other people's morale as well as your own.
Look after yourself so you can look after others.
 
WHAT HAS BEEN SOMETHING POSITIVE THAT HAS COME OUT OF THIS EXPERIENCE?
Pushing myself to use fun digital sources like Padlet, Google MeetUps, Creating mini meet ups for
Think Pair Shares, using Flipgrids so students are still actively talking or can perform something for
you to give quick feedback on. Another positive is the greater flexibility in our work lives. Not bound
by a strict schedule we are asked in MYP Arts to give one Google Meetup a week and to give a
lesson guide to students apart from this. So some mornings you can come to work later (I prefer to
come into work as it gives me an outing, internet is quicker and I am socialising more). I spent one
full day at home and didn't move from the laptop for seven hours and felt terrible. Never again!



Our school is operating a lesson by lesson online eLearning approach 
with every lesson filmed and uploaded for asynchronous learning. All lessons have to have lesson
guides, a copy of the lesson filmed and evidence of participation. This new way of teaching and
learning has been very stressful for everyone involved. The work I’m doing is all about the Grade 12
DP Theatre students and my other classes are working on other projects that I have been setting for
them online. Online learning takes an unbelievable amount of time and effort. For a normally quite
active teaching role I am finding being sat at my screen all day extremely difficult. To put it in
perspective, ordinarily I would do 10,000 steps a day very easily with all the movement that the role
as a Theatre teacher provides but at the moment I barely am able to achieve 500 steps. Teachers are
spending eight hours minimum a day on the screen and my sleep is being affected as well.
 
In my personal life, I’ve decided to go on the offensive and push the mindful approach of the school
to ‘walk the walk’. It is extraordinarily difficult to resolve that tension between digital screen-based
teaching and mindful self-direction. The school’s leadership is very driven to make sure the kids are
being given the education they deserve under these trying times. It is very proud of having 90%
synchronous attendance and parents have been very supportive and complimentary to the school
and staff for its determination to do the best for the kids.
 
In my lessons I am not setting homework and I am doing my best to create ‘outside the box’ projects
for my students with their well-being in mind as they navigate this new constantly online world. I am
asking them to perform their work solo in outdoor, unfamiliar landscapes and environments. I am
also developing how to use digital installations/virtual galleries to exhibit their work. We are doing
our best in a situation that has teaching theatre turned upside down and working to achieve what
we can from this very unconventional teaching situation. One on one teaching, recording and
uploading in a virtual classroom environment is not going to go away anytime soon. This solution of
moving to a virtual classroom is no solution or ‘fix’. 
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THE  HUMAN  CONNECTION  IN  WHAT  WE  DO  CAN  NEVER  BE  REPLACED .

NO  MATTER  WHAT  TECHNICAL  INNOVATIONS  AND  CLEVER  DIGITAL

TOOLS  WE  USE ,  WE  CANNOT  MASK ,  NOR  DO  WE  WANT  TO  MASK ,  THE

DEEPLY  HUMAN  NEED  TO  CREATE  AND  CONNECT .  

THE  KIDS  MISS  THE  SPARK .
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ISTA artist and teacher at Hong Kong Academy
Hong Kong

WE. MISS. THE. SPARK.



TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR PERSONAL LIFE HAS CHANGED
Since school has been cancelled I am now working two jobs: teaching my own students online and
trying to run home-schooling for my daughter. Finding the balance and patience for both has been very
challenging.
 
TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE
I live in Discovery Bay, Hong Kong, which is a fair way away from the city centre and less densely
populated. By choice, my family hasn’t left this area in almost 4 weeks. I feel quite safe here but still
need to be cautious. We try to avoid going to indoor public areas as much as possible and are
constantly washing our hands. When the virus was first announced there was quite a bit of panic
around Hong Kong causing shortages of masks, hand sanitiser, disinfectant wipes and oddly enough,
toilet paper. Most stores are still short on many of these supplies.
 
TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS CHANGED
All learning with my students is now happening online, which means I am now hunched over a laptop
for most of the day, delivering mini-lessons through pre-recorded video or live on Google Meet.
Keeping students motivated and engaged through online learning has been very challenging. 
 
Due to the social unrest in Hong Kong throughout this year and now school being cancelled because of
the virus, we haven’t been able to participate in a lot of Drama related activities, such as ISTA festivals.
Our drama club usually prepares a number of performances for local drama festivals in Hong Kong but
we have found it extremely difficult to consistently rehearse. I’m afraid some of these festivals later this
term are now going to be completely cancelled. Next year will definitely be a rebuilding year for Drama
at my school.
 
WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE? 
School being cancelled sounds like it should be a holiday. It definitely hasn’t been. 
 
WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS EXPERIENCE BOTH PERSONALLY AND/OR PROFESSIONALLY? 
I am discovering new ways to teach using online tools each day. When we do return to school, I think
this experience will help me to incorporate a lot more of these tools into my lessons with students.  
 
WHAT HAS BEEN SOMETHING POSITIVE THAT HAS COME OUT OF THIS EXPERIENCE? 
I’ve had a lot more time to spend with my wife and daughter and have been cherishing my time with
them.
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I live and work in Foshan, China with my wife and my little girl, who is a toddler. Quite a handful
that lady has become. We had decided to stay back in China during the Chinese New Year and
explore, instead of flying back home to Nairobi, Kenya which would have been expensive as a
family.
 
When the news broke of the Coronavirus, we had no idea that it would escalate to this level. We
were hopeful. I was more hopeful actually. But soon we felt the full impact when we were forced
to buy masks and sterilisers, could not get out of our gated community for fear of being infected
and my wife grew paranoid and for a second she thought of leaving. I had such scary
experiences years back when I worked in Lagos, Nigeria during the Ebola crisis. Luckily enough,
the authorities arrested the spread early and soon everything went back to normal. It was
strange to have temperature checks every day and operate with hand sanitisers. All in all, soon
everything was back to normal in Nigeria. There were no quarantines but high alertness on
personal checks. Because of that, somehow, I knew that the coronavirus in China would be
managed soon. Well, I was in for a surprise.
 
I could not leave China immediately. I had to consider school since there was no news of school
closures by then or even the slightest thought of online teaching. Questions lingered over my
head for the next coming days. I wanted my wife and baby to leave but she refused and said:
‘We shall go through this together. What if they manage the situation quickly?’
 
We were lucky enough to have stocked up on food for the Chinese New Year and that meant
that we were safe. Friends and family called and it was my duty to stay positive and inform them
that we were safe and everything was going to be OK. After all, we were more than a thousand
kilometres from Wuhan and our community was now under a mini quarantine.
 
At first the shops were all closed. But I understood that was because it was a Chinese New Year
celebration practice for places to be closed – so I was told. I had never been in China during this
holiday. Just before I started hitting the panic button, slowly the mini supermarket opened, then
the grocery shop and the bakery. What I saw in these people was pure hope and resilience to
beat the effects of the virus. Even though you had to wear a mask and possibly disposable
gloves. The best decision that I made was to connect to a daily update on WeChat and Alipay
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So the tricky part was getting to effectively plan and modify my teaching and learning strategies.
I also had to relook at the best assessment strategies that can be effective for online teaching.
Back in class I had a working solution for my differentiation strategies for all my classes but now
how will I amend or refashion differentiation in order to meet my students' needs? To be honest
I had a lot of planning to do. This required effective research skills on the different platforms
that can make online teaching and learning both exciting and a knowledge activity. I got to
downloading a few applications on my computer and my phone in order to prepare for this. I
was not sure how it would turn out and I knew the only way this was going to work was
thorough preparation and planning. The first order of business was to have another mini
quarantine in my house to restrict the movement of the little boss lady of the house. My little
girl. No entry into the guest room. That was going to be my classroom. Next order of business –
getting a working space set up – both virtually and physically.
 
Next, the army of emails and WeChat messages started flooding my phone. Catching up wasn’t
easy, like trying to keep pace with a Kenyan marathon runner. We had to submit a weekly
teaching and learning plan across all the classes. Likewise, we had to give our personal contacts
to the students and in some cases parents in order to make this work. Teamwork and
collaboration was the key. One of the most helpful resources that I accessed was Theatre
teachers’ social media groups like Facebook and ISTA. Here, teachers were able to pull together
resources, suggestions and different strategies for teaching and learning and I have to say that
these resources have really helped.
 
The next challenge was getting the students to be involved during sessions. Some students
would log in and simply leave the chat room and I had to devise ways that would keep everyone
in check during class. I also had to develop more assessments for the students to keep them
engaged at home though with my lower grade students I hardly used to give any literal
homework. Literally? That was it! I decided that this was a period that I would emphasise literacy
and thinking skills on individual students as opposed to performance skills in my classes. It has
proved to help so much especially with students whose English comes as a second language.

which are mobile applications that serve so many purposes in China – chatting, communication,
shopping, bookings, money transfer and so much more. They constantly sent out updates
during the day and I decided to stick my eyes on the number of people recovering from the
disease rather than the deaths.
 
When the postponement of school opening dates came, it was a mixture of anxiety and
excitement. 

ANXIETY  BECAUSE  I  HAD  NEVER  HAD  THE

OPPORTUNITY  TO  CARRY  OUT  FULL  TIME  ONLINE

TEACHING  OF  THEATRE  AND  DRAMA .  HOW  DO  YOU

EVEN  TEACH  A  PERFORMING  ART  ONLINE? 

EXCITEMENT  BECAUSE  I  STILL  HAD  A  JOB .  HELLO !
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I believe that this period has seen us develop more literacy skills for individual students than
regular school days. This is because in some of my classes I focus more on collaborative group
work than individual work. Especially for middle school and IGCSE candidates. But this is
different. I am still struggling with a few students whom I would never have realised their areas
of ‘below standard’. It is a learning experience. I have also realised that some students are
extremely outstanding as individuals rather than in a group. I have also known that some
students hide in the collaborative groups and leave the others to slave on their behalf. Well, the
cat’s out of the bag.
 
What I would like other educators around the world to know is that experience is always going
to be the best teacher. Always and anytime. I believe that this has been a professional learning
curve for me that no money can buy and which no institutional course structure can develop. I
have learned that as educators sometimes we underestimate our roles as influencers in our
students' lives. My students asked me why I haven't left China yet and I had to give them
answers from the deep part of my heart and they cheered. One answer that I gave was that
China would emerge out of this stronger and more united. They asked me about profiling of the
disease with particular reference to the cancelled ISTA trips to Bangkok and Shanghai which
they looked forward to with so much excitement. I replied that this was now a world pandemic
and that there was a need to control movement in order to curb the spread of the virus and it
was not known when travel restrictions would be lifted. They thought that I was open minded
and caring for other peoples’ feelings.
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FROM  PERSONAL  EXPERIENCE ,  IT  IS

IMPORTANT  TO  BE  OPTIMISTIC  AND  POSITIVE

IN  THE  THICK  OF  THINGS .  I  HAVE  LEARNED

THAT  I  HAVE  SO  MUCH  MORE  CONTROL  THAN  I

KNEW .  MY  ACTIONS ,  THOUGHTS  AND  SPOKEN

WORDS  HAVE  KEPT  MY  FAMILY ,  FRIENDS ,

COLLEAGUES  AND  STUDENTS  HOPEFUL .  AS  THE

NUMBER  OF  CASES  OF  RECOVERY  GOES  PAST

THIRTY  THOUSAND ,  I  KEEP  PRAYING  FOR  ALL

AFFECTED  FAMILIES .

It would be nice to know what colleagues out there, who have also been affected, are doing in
their classes, especially for middle school.



LIFE IN VIRAL BUZZ – HONG KONG 
If COVID-19 was the title of a TV series, today would be the beginning of Season 3: The Virus Goes
Global. By the time these words go to print, you will already know how it has evolved. I only have
the insight of a Dean Koontz novel from 1981:
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Season 1 started with a bang when China announced the containment of 11 million Wuhan
residents in one go. A world record! Praised by the state media as a sign of protective
leadership, Asian neighbours interpreted things slightly differently. Grown into the habit of not
fully trusting information coming out of China they suspected that something much more
serious than was coming – and they were getting ready for Season 2.



Not surprisingly Hong Kong was first on the line. We are linked to China after all. The Hong Kong –
China border is one of the busiest in the world and the city still lives with the burning memories of
the previous epidemic episode of SARS in 2003, when a similar scenario infected 1,750 people in
this city of seven million people and killed 286. An official death rate of 15%. To be compared with
the rate of around 2% announced for the new SARS-CoV-2 virus.
 
However those were different times. Facebook didn’t exist and Hong Kong was a much more
cohesive society. When the virus knocked the city down at the end of January 2020 Hong Kong was
still embattled in the longest period of political unrest of its short history (150 years). The protest
movement had cracked the community cement on several levels and many citizens didn’t trust the
authorities anymore. 
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For example I don’t remember such a thing as a ‘toilet paper buying rush’ in 2003. It was a typical
FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out) reaction since there was no risk of shortage. The buzz started online
and within a day, long queues dotted the city to stock up on the precious commodity. Which was
putting you in the situation to decide whether or not you were going to join the ‘just in case’ side
of the reaction. The hysteria went as far as someone being robbed of his precious toilet rolls at
knife point.
 
To be fair, this kind of irrational panic buying sprees (for rice, oil etc…) may have been triggered
by the real shortage of face masks. This time the reason wasn’t psychological but mathematical.
The government had recommended Hong Kongers to wear masks at the start of the epidemic.
Which made at least 5 million masks suddenly be needed every single day. But ironically the same
government had made wearing masks illegal during demonstrations a few weeks earlier and had
ordered suppliers to limit their imports in the territory. A friend’s wife couldn’t resist the urge to
join an overnight queue of 10,000 people waiting in the cold to buy the suddenly very desirable
paper masks. Another friend told us that she had been proposed a deal of purchasing 30 masks
for USD $130. A very concrete reminder of the relative value of things.
 
On a positive side, since I don’t really wear masks, I have been spontaneously offered some by a
few nice souls in the street, probably thinking that I was a desperate tourist trapped in Hong Kong
in front of empty shelves. Most people around me don’t wear masks either. Medical reports clearly
state that the virus doesn’t travel by air and that it is best prevented with basic hygiene
precautions like washing hands properly and often.
 
Like with the toilet roll queue dilemma you are then left with a mask necessity decision to make
about what you will do: to wear or not to wear. Cecile Wendling, a perspectivist for the insurance
company AXA, says that ‘risk doesn’t exist in itself; it is an intellectual construction’. We experience
this firsthand here. Based on the level of the virus expats decide to leave town or not, employees
decide if they commute to office or work remotely etc. We keep in mind that the regular winter flu
kills many more people than SARS-CoV-2 to prevent the media buzz from infecting us.

THE  FAST  CIRCULATION  OF  UNVERIFIED  NEWS

AND  CONTRADICTORY  RUMOURS  LEAD  TO

EXTREME  BEHAVIOURS  NOT  SEEN  17  YEARS  AGO .



It certainly helps that we don’t have to take care of elderly relatives. And that we live on a remote
and green island off the busy and compact city. Nature is a great protection against psychological
pressure.
 
Suddenly I find myself ‘gifted’ with plenty of time to enjoy the beautiful environment of Lamma
Island, since the virus has literally killed all work opportunities for me. I was a freelancer but now
I’m just free! No work but no guilt since there is not much to be done against the situation and
plenty of time to finally dig into this big pile of things to do ‘when I have time’. So if it wasn’t for
the no income factor, it wouldn’t be so bad on a personal level.
 
At least I don’t have to pay one of those astonishing rents that retailers are facing in one of the
most expensive cities in the world. Many businesses are slowly dying and we are getting ready for
a wave of unemployment and shop closures. The city’s economy has now officially entered
recession under the combined effect of protests and the virus. But it started from a pretty
wealthy position and has proven its capacity to bounce back on numerous occasions. A pity that
the culture and entertainment sector is not generally the first one to do so…
 
TWO MORE TAKES THAT I GET FROM THIS EXTRAORDINARY SITUATION:
In 2003, heroes of the SARS crisis were nurses and doctors who bravely pursued their duty in
hospitals and wards, knowing the risks they were taking. Some of them died from this and the
Hong Kong community unified mourning their sacrifice. Probably in a similar fashion as the
mourning around New York firemen after 9/11. This time the hero is Li Wenliang, a 34 year old
doctor from Wuhan who tried to alert the Chinese authorities about the virus as early as
December 2019 but was silenced by the police for ‘making false comments’ that ‘severely
disturb[ed] the social order’. He sadly died from the virus a few weeks later. For many in Hong
Kong his fate is the merging point of the political and sanitary crises the city is going through. He
will remain a powerful but controversial symbol, again reflecting the current divisions within
Hong Kong society.
 
Another, lighter take, is about remote teaching – a potential game changer. This is another big
difference from 2003. At the time closed schools meant that the students were on ‘forced’
holidays, poor kids… Today it has forced the whole education community, teachers, students and
parents to experiment with online teaching whether they liked it or not. After hearing many early
complaints I met a senior math teacher who, after a reluctant start, could see some benefit to it.
Instead of being ‘stuck’ in front of his class for two hours, he can record a 30 minute video
tutorial explaining a mathematical concept and use the remaining 90 minutes to help students
individually via a shared screen while they are doing the exercises. Something that he couldn’t do
so well in class and maybe a step toward the Graal of ‘individualised teaching’? He wouldn’t like
to use only this way of teaching but he’s already thinking about how to incorporate some of this
back into his normal teaching practice.
 
However I must admit that I still haven’t met a Drama teacher who could see the benefit of
remote online teaching! So if anyone in the ISTA community has a POSITIVE experience to share, I
would be very happy to hear about it: zani@zanihk.com
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