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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?


