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You lost interest in the lesson five minutes 
in. Your camera and mic are clicked off, 
you’re still laying in bed and you haven’t 
changed out of the clothes you slept in. Al-

though you’re well aware there will be some sort of 
assignment posted later, you also know the inter-
net probably has the answers. 

All your motivation for school is completely 
gone. 

You’re currently switching between mindless-
ly scrolling through your phone, planning what 
you’ll make for breakfast and resting your eyes as 
you wait for class to be done so you can get on with 
the day. 

To add to it, you have no connection with the 
teacher and therefore feel very little guilt in do-
ing barely adequate work. They might know your 
name but all you know about them is that they 
seem to talk forever. 

You have every excuse not to listen. 
Despite this, you decide to give the lesson a 

chance and pay attention every couple minutes. 
This proves pointless though. It takes you about 
five seconds to realize you’ve no clue what is going 
on and were enjoying yourself far more not listen-
ing. Finding no compelling reason to continue, you 
stop. 

Unfortunately, stories like this have become in-
creasingly common throughout the past year. The 
global pandemic has disrupted learning and cre-
ated rifts between teachers and students. 

“There’s something about physically being in the 
same space together talking that builds connection 
instead of looking at each other over the screen, it 
doesn’t physically have the same comfort level,” so-
cial worker Katie Havey said. 

On top of looking through a computer to attend 
school, students were in an environment not best 
suited for learning. The home setting is normally 
a relaxed, work-free zone. Trying to do school in 
these conditions can subconsciously mess with 
your brain and make you less motivated. 

“We are creatures of habit, we are conditioned 
based on our environments,” Havey said. “Your 
mind expects certain things and shifts according-
ly.”

Because of this change in mindset, social stud-
ies teacher John Josephson, who is known for con-
necting with students, found it challenging to teach 
virtually. He says many kids seemed disconnected 
and nonengaged. 

“I could see it in their faces,” Josephson said. 
“When they were at home I just knew something 
was up but you can’t just pull them aside or see 
them in the hallway and say, ‘Hey is everything 
fine?’ It’s very challenging to do in the online for-
mat. I was more concerned about the person than 
the academic stuff.”

In a normal, face-to-face school experience, Jo-
sephson works breaks into the 90 minute blocks to 
help students release some of that stress. He says 
it encourages them to simply be teenagers for a bit. 

Once, he even took his class outside and let them 
launch as many snowballs as possible at him for 60 
seconds. 

“It’s important to have those types of activities,” 
Josephson said. “Even if it’s not something that’s 
academically focused it allows for a little bit of com-
munity building in the classroom.”

Another way he creates community is by open-
ing himself up to students. Josephson allows them 
to ask questions not only about the material but 
about his personal life, this builds bonds of mutual 
trust. 

“When we as teachers can show that we’re nor-
mal people and that we’ve gone through things as 
well and we know the stress and when we show that 
empathy and understanding that really helps,” Jo-
sephson said. “The students don’t care to know un-
til they know you care.”

Havey says students not being able to develop 
and strengthen these connections with teachers in 
the past year is largely responsible for online school 
being so difficult.

Alongside fellow social workers, she has met 
with many kids experiencing negative effects of 
virtual learning. 

Havey helps by allowing students to process how 

they feel by talking through their problems and 
experiences. Oftentimes, with some guidance, 
this leads to students realizing what they need to 
do to help their situation. 

“It’s all about what they believe to be the prob-
lem and not what I perceive to be the problem,” 
Havey said. 

These problems may stem from four main fac-
tors that impact mental health positively or nega-
tively: sleep, nutrition, exercise and substances. 

Variations in any of these factors can cause is-
sues. 

One recent, major change due to COVID-19 has 
been completely different schedules. For many 
students, this has affected at least three of the big 
four factors, which in turn affects mental health. 

It’s not all bad though. Teachers throughout 
the building have taken it upon themselves to do 
their part in maintaining clear lines of commu-
nication, predictable schedules and safe, healthy, 
trusting relationships with students. 

Josephson does this and just like in his room, 
students in english teacher Angel Dean’s class feel 
safe and cared about. 

She makes it her priority to pay attention to 
every student in her room, notice when they are 
off and then coach them through difficult times. 
Sometimes just a soft palm on the shoulder and 

the comforting words of  ‘I’m here for you,’ is all it 
takes for students to open up to her. 

“There’s a lot weighing on [students] and it can 
be difficult to see your strength and have clarity 
that this is temporary and that everything’s going 
to be okay,” Dean said. “You have to sometimes be 
explicitly told so it’s a part of my plan to establish 
that in my classroom and if I’m looking for the good 
that’s exactly what I’ll see and then [students] will 
see it and they’ll feel hopeful and things will con-
tinue to get better and better.”

Not only does she put a large emphasis on emo-
tional health, Dean also stresses the importance of 
quality work and effort in her classroom. She helps 
students be successful in conquering both their 
mental health and education.

“They know I believe in them, they know I re-
spect them and I hold them to a certain standard 
and that always makes people want to meet your 
standard,” Dean said. 

Despite the adversity that COVID-19 has pre-
sented recently, Dean has faith that improvement 
will prosper through the challenges. She believes 
this virus may have been the exact wake-up call so-
ciety needed. 

“I’m hopeful that we’ll learn some things and 
we’ll be able to apply some things and be able to bal-
ance our lives and that as a result of that we’ll see 
kids’ mental health improving,” Dean said. 
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ALL SMILES (TOP RIGHT): English teacher Angel Dean lightens the mood 
during a round table discussion in order to create a welcoming environment 
that provokes thoughtful discussions. “Kids want to be seen, they want to 
be understood and they want to be cared about and you can’t get them 
to do the things you want them to do until they know that they’re safe and 
cared about,” Dean said. (photo by Megan Voorhees)
WORKING HARD (ABOVE): Throughout virtual learning, social worker Katie 
Havey continued meeting with students to check in and help out where she 
could. Unfortunately,many students neglected these meetings and mental 
health was overall worse because of it. In recent weeks, however, she has 
begun to see the positive results of students being dedicated to bettering 
themselves and resuming in person learning. (photo by Camille Berko)
A HELPING HAND (RIGHT): Social studies teacher John Josephson answers 
a student’s question during class. While teaching online, he made it his 
goal to make it as easy as possible for students to succeed. “Trying to 
be as flexible as possible was huge,” Josephson said. “Taking things off 
[students] plate and making it clear that this is what you have got to do and 
we’ll get it done and if we have to worry about it when you get back, we’ll 
worry about it.” (photo by Grant Engelsman)

HELP (ABOVE): These cards are available throughout the school 
and recognized by all staff. They are designed to help struggling 
students searching for support. (photo by Camille Berko)

Teachers John Josephson, Angel Dean and social worker Katie Havey work 
to mend mental health following periods of virtual learning By Camille Berko 

Building bonds of mutual trust STEPS TO 
BETTER
YOUR 

MENTAL 
HEALTH
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Sleep
Keeps systems 
running and in-
creases coping 
ability

Meditate
Quick process 
to calm down 
and stay bal-
anced

Excercise
Resets brain 
chemistry and 
releases feel 
good hormones

Eat healthy
Helps body and 
brain function 
correctly and 
effectively

Go outside
Nature has a 
calming effect 
and Vitamin D 
boosts mood


