
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.


