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NOTES FROM THE FIELD

Meeting Students Where They Are:
A Schoolteacher’s Brief Account of Teaching in the Pandemic

Brian Darrow, Jr.
Teachers College,
Columbia University

On March 12, 2020, minutes before the end of the day,
the principal made the announcement. The students
cheered throughout the school as the news came
through the intercom. That afternoon, we all left behind
what would become known as “how school used to be.”

For mathematics teachers, this meant redefining prac-
tice in a discipline where many pedagogical principles
are built upon tangibles, such as pencil and paper, and
in-person, in-the-moment discourse. Mathematics edu-
cation, therefore, is particularly vulnerable to many of
the challenges associated with teaching students at a
distance. Although my colleagues and I continue to over-
come these challenges to produce high-quality mathe-
matical experiences for our students, we have consistently
struggled to engage them. I have always been able to
generate engagement through leveraging the genuine,
positive relationships that I have with my students. This
year, however, both developing these relationships and
leveraging them was more difficult than ever.

I realized early in the year that school was the least of
many of my students” worries. They were facing over-
whelming, life-altering circumstances in their personal
lives. Many teachers I know attempted to maintain the
same standards of rigor and integrity as they have in
previous years. I respected their approach to make the
school experience as familiar as possible to students, and
I observed many of them respond positively to this prac-
tice. However, based upon what I was seeing with my

students, I knew I had to scale back many of the expec-
tations and standards that I have required in the past. I
had to focus instead on meeting each student where they
were both academically and personally. More than ever
before, I had to extend my efforts beyond the school day
to negotiate work completion; make exceptions; create
alternative assessments and assignments; and establish
and maintain contact with students and their families.
Although my hard work, flexibility, and generosity were
often taken advantage of, my attempt to put compassion
and empathy first was not made in vain. Students and
their families have consistently reported to me that this
approach enabled me to reach students who were in
danger of personal crisis and nearing complete academic
foreclosure. These conversations consistently reminded
me that my efforts, and the efforts of my colleagues,
were inextricably linked to my students’ quality of life.

In reflecting on this year, I realized that there was no
relative degree of success. Particular value judgments of
teacher effectiveness and traditional metrics of student
performance do not suffice. From my perspective, what
matters is that the teachers invested more of themselves
in their work this year than ever before. I am personally
overwhelmed by how admirably and dutifully my col-
leagues and I responded to the challenges we faced this
year. To me, our work this year serves as a symbol of our
resilience and commitment to our calling.
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