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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
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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!
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