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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.
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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’!
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