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In Search of Hope and Healing: Guideposts for Whole-
Hearted Living, Loving, and Teaching after Loss

Katie Egan Cunningham

department of literacy and english education, manhattanville college, Purchase, new York, uSa

ABSTRACT
This autoethnography investigation used guideposts for whole-hearted 
living as a means of processing grief as a teacher educator during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Life stories were drawn upon to understand the 
social, cultural, and political dimensions of the mental health crisis facing 
teachers and students. I conclude by asserting that centering stories and 
trauma as powerful pedagogy offers a path forward for humanizing edu-
cation following a global pandemic.

Life meanders like a path through the woods. We have seasons when we flourish and seasons when 
the leaves fall from us, revealing our bare bones. Given time, they grow again.

— Katherine May, Wintering: The Power of Rest and Retreat in Difficult Times

How do I live, love, and teach whole-heartedly with an unspeakable hole in my heart? This 
article represents my search to answer that question following the death of my younger brother, 
Jimmy, after his twenty-year battle with addiction in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic.

As I wrote this The New York Times reported that over 535,000 people had died in the 
United States since March 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Allen et al., 2021). Countless 
more lives have been lost due to the social and psychological risks of the pandemic which 
favor and intensify isolation, anxiety, and sadness. Families and communities have encountered 
extraordinary financial and health challenges all while children and teachers navigate unprec-
edented obstacles to schooling. The personal and collective loss has been profound.

In search of escape, Americans have responded to the negative emotions that can arise from 
prolonged social distancing, isolation, and quarantine by building up their liquid and chemical 
reserves. In 2020, liquor sales increased by up to 55% (Cramer, 2020) and death by overdose 
increased up to 42% per month as compared to the same months in 2019 (Alter & Yeager, 2020).

Yet, while they serve as a wake-up call, statistics don’t describe what it means to hold your 
brother’s hand after he’s gone. They don’t tell us of the joys that someone brought to the world 
or the struggles they encountered. They don’t tell us how to find strength to support students 
and children in the midst of our own grief.

In an attempt to make meaning of the trauma of losing my brother suddenly and unex-
pectedly, I share the ways in which Brené Brown’s (2010) guideposts for whole-hearted living 
helped me find meaning and purpose again. I describe my own experiences not as a prescriptive 
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2 K. E. CUNNINGHAM

blueprint for others teaching and living through grief but to provide possible points of con-
nection for others searching for hope and healing after the inevitability of loss.

As an educational researcher, this moment of personal and collective sorrow served as an 
opportunity to draw from the methodology of autoethnography to consider the ways in which 
my own story of loss intersected with the larger, systemic issues impacting the field of education 
and individuals within it that have been magnified as a result of the pandemic. In this way, I 
positioned myself as both a storyteller and analyst. The backdrop to my own narrative is the 
mental health crisis exacerbated by the pandemic and the ways in which our education system 
fails to prioritize the well-being of children and teachers. Finally, I posit that Brown’s guideposts 
can help us write a new narrative to make schools more human by embracing vulnerability, 
dismantling toxic positivity, and centering trauma as powerful pedagogy (Dutro, 2019).

Storytelling Creatures: Autoethnography

Since my brother’s passing, I’ve sifted through hundreds of photos that celebrate the small 
moments that made up his life. The day he was born as he was held in my parents’ arms. 
Blowing out birthday candles. The skeleton costume. The sports events. School pictures. The 
mustaches. Top hats and sunglasses at New Year’s. Hugs from his nephews and niece. In this 
season of loss, I’m reminded even more powerfully that we are only here for a short time. That 
our lives are full of stories. And we are all worthy of love and belonging (Figure 1).

As humans, we are storytelling creatures who, individually and collectively, lead storied 
lives. Research in neuroscience has found that hearing facts (such as COVID-related statistics) 
activates the data processing centers in our brains, but hearing stories activates the sensory 
centers in our brains allowing us to think, feel, and imagine that we are experiencing the story 
ourselves (Stephens et al., 2010). Stories wield a particularly strong influence over our attitudes 
and behavior. We make meaning of our lives through stories and craft narratives about our-
selves, others, and the world instinctively and automatically. Gottschall (2012) playfully 
asserted that: “We are, as a species, addicted to story. Even when the body goes to sleep, the 
mind stays up all night, telling itself stories” (p. 4). For many of us, the lifelong quest to under-
stand who we are, where we are from, and why we are here is through stories. Clandinin and 
Rosiek (2007) affirmed that “Human beings have lived out and told stories about that living 
for as long as we could talk. And then we have talked about the stories we tell for almost as 
long. These lived and told stories and the talk about the stories are one of the ways that we fill 
our world with meaning and enlist one another’s assistance in building lives and communities” 
(p. 35). As such, the stories of our lives serve as a vital source for not only personal under-
standing but for social inquiry.

For the purposes of this article, I specifically used autoethnography as a form of qualitative 
inquiry. Ellis and Bochner (2000) defined autoethnography as an:

Autobiographical genre of writing and research that displays multiple layers of consciousness, con-
necting the personal to the cultural. Back and forth autoethnographers gaze, first through an ethno-
graphic wide-angle lens, focusing outward on social and cultural aspects of the personal experience; 
then they look inward, exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by and may move through, refract 
and resist cultural interpretations. (p. 739)

In this article, I share my story of searching for hope and healing after losing my brother 
such that when we publicly story our experiences, they transcend the private and the personal 
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Figure 1. Photos celebrating Jimmy’s life.
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and assume political import. In utilizing autoethnography as a research process, I engaged in 
intense and transparent reflection and questioning of my own position, values, beliefs, and 
background to better understand the impact of COVID-19 on my life as a teacher educator 
and the lives of my undergraduate and graduate students. In this way, I connected the personal 
to the political, social, and cultural with consideration for where we go from here.

I began my autoethnographic process by recounting experiences I had with my brother 
and that my brother encountered in school. I consulted hundreds of family photographs and 
informally interviewed family members. I gathered artifacts including my brother’s school 
journals and my own journal entries before and following his death. I also gathered anecdotal 
notes I collected during the Fall 2020 semester from my courses and reviewed virtual learning 
materials I created and students’ reflective responses to learning engagements. Brown’s guide-
posts for whole-hearted living (2010) served as a data analysis tool for looking at the data 
through the lenses of each guidepost.

My goals in doing so were twofold. First, writing about the loss of my brother served as a 
therapeutic process to help me bring clarity and understanding as I live, love, and teach in a 
world without him. Writing personal stories has been found to be therapeutic for authors who 
write to make sense of ourselves and our experiences (Kiesinger, 2002), particularly about 
problems cloaked in secrecy such as mental health. Second, I hoped that my story and the 
way I constructed it, in tandem with the larger narrative of schooling in America, moves others 
toward action to make schools more human. In this way, my goal is to make “witnessing” 
(Dutro, 2019) of my pain and my journey possible such that readers may feel validated or 
better able to move forward in response to their own circumstances.

In the following sections, I first reflect on my brother’s experiences with school and how 
they inform my work as a teacher educator. I then draw from research about the mental health 
of teachers and students to illustrate the urgency of the mental health crisis and how it is 
impacted by and informs education. After that, I detail how each of Brown’s (2010) guideposts 
for whole-hearted living served as an anchor for constructing my teacher education courses 
after losing my brother. Finally, I posit how the guideposts can support teacher educators in 
their work in the future.

Our Vulnerable Hearts

One of the first things I thought about in the wake of losing my brother was how he was 
shouted at by his fifth-grade teacher for saying that reading “sucked.” Jimmy was yanked by 
his arm from the classroom rug into the hallway. Shouts of adult disapproval let Jimmy and 
the other children unmistakably know that it wasn’t just the word he chose to describe reading 
that day that didn’t belong there but that he didn’t belong there. Jimmy was one of many chil-
dren who think much of what they are learning is irrelevant and disconnected from their 
realities and the world around them. While Jimmy’s public humiliation in school was nearly 
thirty years ago, I continue to bear witness to similarly traumatic scenes played out with 
teachers and children across the country where the vulnerable hearts of children are left 
unprotected.

In reflecting on the childhood roots of my brother’s struggles with self-doubt, anxiety, and 
shame, I began to imagine other possibilities for the ways in which he might have experienced 
school as an institution had his education been designed to foster self-awareness, compassion, 
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and what it means to live a happy life. What if Jimmy’s fifth grade teacher knew that he ran 
home from school every day to read the sports page at the kitchen table? What if his middle 
school teachers knew the kinds of humiliating school experiences Jimmy had experienced 
that led him away from books and a reading life? What if saying something sucked in school 
was reframed not as a failing or deficiency in a child but as a mirror for teachers to consider 
whether their curriculum and pedagogies mattered to students?

For many years now, Jimmy has been my greatest teacher showing me how to live a more 
loving and joyful life. In my work with teachers and children, I am guided by Jimmy’s legacy. 
I remind myself that all learning is about becoming a better human. It’s about showing up in 
life for those you love and for what you believe. It’s about recognizing the gift of our existence.

I’m also guided by the reality that there were years in school when Jimmy was simply not 
seen, heard, or loved for who he was by his teachers. He thought his life was amazing. School 
was not. His busy body and boisterous energy were rarely understood. Paying attention and 
sitting still were not Jimmy’s strengths. So, what he was seen and heard for in school was not 
paying attention, not knowing the answer, not showing up in acceptable ways. What we assume 
about children based on how they show up in our classrooms challenges us to consider what 
we can learn from our students, rather than just what we can learn about them. As a teacher 
educator and staff developer in K-12 settings, I’m drawn to students like Jimmy in classrooms 
I encounter. I know they are probably the students in the room with the biggest hearts, the 
widest imaginations, and the most to teach us about how to live and love whole-heartedly.

As a teacher educator, I shared stories about Jimmy with my preservice teachers to help them 
more deeply consider the children that will be in their care. I shared photographs of his child-
hood so that they could witness the joys he experienced outside of school. I shared his childhood 
writing, including a year-long journal he kept as an assignment for seventh grade. We read 
about Jimmy’s inner thoughts and feelings from when he was a boy including how he wanted 
to be like our dad and how moving had been painfully difficult. I also shared stories about the 
negative experiences he had in school, including that day he was pulled from the classroom 
rug. In making the decision to share these stories, I strove to model the vulnerable hearts we 
all have that are central to our work as educators and the ways in which life’s joys and challenges 
are a part of our classrooms whether they are visible or hidden. I call upon my students as future 
and practicing teachers to listen to and learn from my stories of Jimmy and to ask their own 
“what ifs” to envision alternative purposes for teaching and learning than they traditionally 
witness in schools. I urge them to find out about and connect to their students’ interests through 
surveys and, more importantly, one-on-one conversations. I challenge them to reframe resis-
tance from their students as engagement. I ask how they will create classrooms where children 
can have the courage to say in their own words: Why are we learning this?

From there, we began to envision a new narrative for how children experience teaching 
and learning in school rooted in connection and belonging. We also considered the ways our 
language choices matter and the long-lasting impact our words can have on the inner voices 
in children’s heads. And, we considered how to find balance and joy in a work life that con-
fronts us with daily, unexpected challenges whether it’s a student saying something “sucks” or 
the external pressures inherent in a profession that publicly and regularly expects perfection.

In the following section, I move from my brother’s school experiences to the larger nar-
rative of schooling in America. In particular, I consider the prevailing myths that undermine 
the mental health of teachers and students and how we move forward to humanize our 
classrooms.
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Teachers and Students Are Not Okay

There is a prevailing myth in America that to be a successful teacher, you must sacrifice your 
own well-being. You must be the last one to leave the building and the first one to arrive the 
next day. You must use every minute of break time to plan and prep. When you struggle, you 
must do it alone. Happiness researcher Emma Seppalla described the myth of success often 
perpetuated in schools as the “belief that success is inextricably tied to stress and anxiety, 
perseverance at all costs, avoidance of personal weakness, and a myopic focus on cultivating 
expertise in a specialized niche" (Lahey, 2016, n.p.). This false narrative puts the mental health 
and well-being of educators and their students at risk.

As I processed my own grief, I found that I needed to let go of any pretense that I was okay. 
I needed to lean on the support of my colleagues whether that meant taking them up on their 
offers to go for a walk or to cry openly during a faculty meeting. Success during the semester 
of my brother’s death had to be redefined based on the new reality in which I was living and 
teaching. My definition of success had to include recognition of my own vulnerability.

Yet, even without the loss of a loved one and beyond times of grief, teachers experience 
high levels of stress. The causes and convergence of teacher and student stress have yet to be 
fully understood but research continues to show that stressful schools are not healthy for 
anyone. The stress of teaching is even greater than one might think with 93 percent of ele-
mentary school teachers reporting they are “highly stressed” (Herman et al., 2017). Recent 
research has also found a strong link—a stress contagion—between a teacher’s occupational 
stress and elevated cortisol levels in students which can contribute to learning difficulties and 
mental health problems (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016).

While teachers face mounting pressures, they often have to navigate their stress and emo-
tions in private due to prevailing expectations of teachers. Teachers face expectations to serve 
their students, follow the guidelines of administrators, acquiesce to the demands of parents 
and guardians, as well as stay true to their own educational philosophy. Research has found 
that the emotional exhaustion teachers experience is influenced by a lack of control in dealing 
with externally mandated changes and conflict between personal goals versus goals of the 
organization, often resulting in frustration, anger, anxiety, guilt, and sadness (Chang, 2009; 
Keller et al., 2014; Taxer & Frenzel, 2015).

The net result of the pressures and emotional exhaustion teachers face is the single greatest 
deterrent to emotional well-being: shame. If guilt is the feeling of doing something wrong, 
then shame is what we experience when we feel we are something wrong. This has conse-
quences for the ways in which teachers view their successes and challenges in the classroom, 
but there are parallel consequences for students who absorb the stress and shame of teachers 
while navigating their own challenges in life.

In my work as a teacher educator, I have witnessed shaming practices at every level of 
schooling. I have witnessed colleagues turned down for promotion who leave the institution 
for places that make them feel more worthy of belonging. I have witnessed Kindergarteners 
scolded for talking out of turn, standing in line the wrong way, or failing to answer a question 
because they were distracted. I have witnessed false assumptions made by teachers who deem 
children lazy or unintelligent when they have simply been instructional casualties. The con-
sequences of these shaming practices are considerable both for teachers and for children.

While many think of childhood as an idyllic time in one’s life, that is not the case for many 
children or even most. According to a 2016 survey by the National Survey of Children’s Health, 
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nearly 35 million children have experienced one or more types of childhood trauma and nearly 
half of the nation’s children have experienced serious adverse childhood experiences such as 
parental divorce or separation, violence among adults in the home, living with someone who 
has a substance abuse problem, and economic hardship including difficulty to afford food and 
housing (Data Resource Center for Child and Adolescence Health, 2017). Statistics like these 
are personal to me. My children now carry the trauma of losing their uncle, scattering his 
ashes in his favorite place, and witnessing both the joys and struggles of his life—traumas they 
will carry in their bodies and hearts throughout their lives.

The ways in which my children’s teachers responded to the news of my brother’s passing 
varied widely. Some expressed compassion and supported my sons to write as a means of 
processing this great loss. Others chose not to acknowledge my brother’s death and didn’t 
recognize how my children’s learning might be impacted during this period. I wondered what 
internal metric or past experiences supported some teachers to recognize trauma as powerful 
pedagogy while others simply ignored it (Figure 2).

Elkind (2006) wrote,

At the first ever Surgeon General’s Conference on Children’s Mental Health in 2000, it was reported 
that “growing numbers of children are suffering needlessly because their emotional, behavioral and 
developmental needs are not being met by the very institutions that were explicitly created to take 
care of them.” This may be the first generation of American children who are less healthy than their 
parents. (p. x)

Of course, one such institution is school. The mental health of teachers and students has 
become even more pressing during the pandemic as people have lost jobs and as people have 
lost people. As one of my graduate students proclaimed during class, “Teachers and students 
are not okay!” Rather than perpetuate the model that asks teachers and students to overcome 
stress and trauma through their own actions, there is a need for systemic, structural change 
to make school more human for students and teachers. To recognize seasons of loss and the 
impact that has on teaching and learning. To dismantle the myths of success that erode well-be-
ing. To move forward with intentionality toward collective restoration.

A Path Forward

Brown’s (2010) guideposts for whole-hearted living offer a model for how to collectively begin 
to repair and rebuild schools for more joyful learning in the wake of the pandemic and the 
trauma it has magnified for children, teachers, and communities. In the following sections, I 
reflect on each of the guideposts and how they served as invitations as I taught my way through 
grief and searched for hope and healing.

Letting Go of What People Think: Cultivating Authenticity

At my first faculty meeting following Jimmy’s death, I cried openly when the Dean expressed 
how sorry she was on behalf of my colleagues. I stumbled over words of gratitude and wiped 
my nose with my sleeve. I had no choice but to let go of what people thought of me at that 
moment. The gift of authentically grieving in a community of my colleagues opened a floodgate 
of letting go of what people thought as I mourned the loss of my brother. After that meeting, 
I shared the eulogy I gave for my brother with colleagues. I shared the photo of the first time 
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Jimmy held my oldest son. I cultivated the urgent need I had that my brother be remembered 
for the joy he brought others in life rather than for the struggles associated with his addiction 
(Figures 3 and 4).

Yet, letting go of what people think is counterintuitive to most teachers’ experiences whether 
they teach in K-12 schools or higher education settings. A 2014 Gallup poll found that nearly 
seven in ten teachers are not emotionally connected to their work and were the least likely of 
any profession surveyed on workforce engagement to respond positively to whether they feel 
their opinions at work count and whether their supervisor creates an open and trusting envi-
ronment (Gallup & Inc, 2014). In an age of hyper supervision and evaluation, it can be chal-
lenging for teachers to let go of what people think and to be authentic.

In my teacher education courses, we used the first guidepost as a warm-up to one of 
our virtual, synchronous sessions that took the place of in-person learning during the 
pandemic. I asked my students what fears and worries about what other people thought 
they wanted to let go of to be more present for each other and their students. They 
responded that they wanted to let go of fears about how they looked and sounded on lesson 
videos, a course requirement, and whether others thought they were “good enough.” This 
included feeling “good enough” in their internships and teaching placements in comparison 
to their peers, but it also included feeling “good enough” in their families, in comparison 
to their siblings, and in their romantic relationships. By naming these fears, students came 
to see they were not alone, and we could begin to collectively strategize how to develop 
self-compassion, confidence, and authenticity as some of the essential work of becoming 
a teacher.

Figure 2. excerpt from my son’s personal narrative.
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Letting Go of Perfectionism: Cultivating Self-Compassion

In an age of schooling that measures, sorts, and ranks children, perfectionism on the part of 
teachers and students is not only implicitly valued but often expected. As a second-grade 
teacher, I had students each September ball up their writing papers alerting me to the history 
of perfectionism they encountered in their previous school experiences. I see this same impulse 
in my graduate students who expect perfect rubric scores on each assignment and who I have 
to talk down from disappointment over an A- on a final course grade. These small moments 
are symptomatic of larger, systemic red flags about the well-being of those in schools.

Losing my brother gave me permission to let go of perfectionism with an active stance toward 
self-compassion. Neff (2020) wrote, “Compassion is, by definition, relational. Compassion lit-
erally means ‘to suffer with,’ which implies a basic mutuality in the experience of suffering. The 
emotion of compassion springs from the recognition that the human experience is imperfect” 
(para. 1). Throughout the fall, I had to remind myself, “What would I say to a dear friend in the 
same situation?” I had to find the strength to tap into my emotional resources and let go of 
expectations I had for what the semester was going to look like or feel like for me or my students.

As I was learning to practice inner compassion, I strove to help my students do the same. 
I reminded them that some of them were sitting in traffic after a long and strenuous school 
day. Some of them were homeschooling children while teaching their own students. Some 
of them were taking care of aging relatives, bleaching groceries, and saying nightly prayers 
for the health of loved ones. Cultivating self-compassion collectively allowed us to embrace 

Figure 3. excerpt from my eulogy for my brother.
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our common humanity and to be more understanding and less judgmental of ourselves. We 
were imperfect and that was okay.

Letting Go of Numbing and Powerlessness: Cultivating a Resilient Spirit

In the weeks that followed my brother’s death, I found it difficult to get out of bed in the morning 
and would lie awake at night with flashes of our times together. I watched videos of Jimmy playing 
with my children and could hear him laugh in a way that made it feel like he would walk through 
the door again. I felt grief and its subsequent numbness for the first time in life and felt powerless 
at times as a mother, wife, and teacher. Hone (2017) wrote, “Grief is a normal and natural emo-
tional reaction to the loss of a loved one and cannot be avoided. It involves misery and anguish 
and suffering, no doubt at that. But, does it necessarily have to derail us entirely and chronically?” 
(p. 53). I could intellectually recognize that humans are hardwired to cope with the death of 
loved ones, but I was still struggling. I needed to come to understand the purpose of Jimmy’s 
life. Of my life. And how to go on living in a world where tragedy happens.

Bonanno’s (2009) research on grief has found that “Even the most resilient seem to hold onto 
at least a bit of wistful sadness. But we are able to keep on living our lives and loving those still 
present around us” (p. 7). I had to find a way forward to be present for my children and my 
students. One way I did that was through “linking” objects, that is, objects that link us to the 
physical presence of someone we are missing. I realized that hearing Jimmy’s laugh on a video 

Figure 4. Jimmy holding my oldest son, Jack.
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helped me transition to a relationship of memory in lieu of presence. I started to wear my brother’s 
slippers around the house. I gave Jimmy’s childhood teddy bear to my youngest son for his 
collection. My oldest son started to wear Jimmy’s favorite hat. These linking objects allowed me 
(and my children) to hear, see, smell, and feel the ways Jimmy lived among us.

As I realized the power objects have as a source for hope and healing, I had my students 
bring a beloved object to one of our virtual class sessions. We used the objects as inspi-
ration for writing and storytelling. We thought about the ways that this simple warm up 
exercise could be used in K-12 classrooms either face-to-face or virtually. We honored 
the ways in which objects matter to us and matter to our students as part of their lived 
experience.

Objects remind us of people, places, and times we loved. They can be passed down and 
celebrated. And they are one way to come to know one another’s stories as a source of con-
nection and as a tool for resilience.

Letting Go of Scarcity and Fear of the Dark: Cultivating Gratitude and Joy

For years, I’ve used a journaling routine rooted in the cultivation of gratitude and joy. I wake 
up and jot:

• I am grateful for ______
• What would make today great?
• I am ___________

Before I go to sleep, I jot:

• Three amazing things that happened today
• How could I have made today even better?

Yet, at a time when I needed it most, I abandoned the journaling routine. In the wake of 
my brother’s death, my mornings and evenings were anything but positive rituals. I knew that 
wisdom from ancient times and research from positive psychology teaches us that the begin-
ning and end of the day are time to think and evaluate how we are spending our days. I followed 
research that has shown journaling can improve one’s mood and give you a greater sense of 
overall emotional well-being and happiness (Lieberman et al., 2007). I understood the prin-
ciples and the benefits behind the journaling routine having done it for years, but I struggled 
to find the energy and motivation to maintain the practice.

Thankfully, my courses helped me push past resistance to reestablish journaling as a 
source of gratitude and joy in my life. If I couldn’t prioritize time for journaling outside the 
classroom, I could at least maintain the routine with my students. We began every class with 
a two-minute journaling warm up. We gave ourselves permission to feel whatever emotions 
we held at that moment whether they were affirmational or more difficult. We noticed 
patterns in our responses. We were grateful for similarly small things in life: warm cups of 
tea, the snow outside the window, break-throughs with students. We were each experiencing 
our share of darkness during the pandemic, but our journaling routine allowed us to see 
some light.
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Letting Go of the Need for Certainty: Cultivating Intuition and Trusting Faith

In A Grief Observed, C. S. Lewis (1961/2015) wrote about the loss of his wife saying, “The act 
of living is different all through. Her absence is like the sky, spread over everything” (p. 9). In 
my days of searching for hope and healing, these sentences spoke to me in a way that honored 
the feeling of loss present in my heart. Jimmy was gone and his absence was as expansive as 
the sky. He was both everywhere and nowhere all at once. As I struggled to comprehend the 
enormity of his absence, I found myself returning to my Readers-Writers Notebook and time 
in nature as a way to love this world, cultivate my intuition, and trust in my faith again.

I find that nothing is more vulnerable than writing despite the liberation that comes from 
putting feelings into words. During my search for hope and healing, writing and sketching 
served as both a creative outlet and as a therapeutic process. I invited my students to keep a 
Readers-Writers Notebook and to free themselves from any expectation of what it should be. 
They were invited to take photos and sketch elements of nature, to jot down single words that 
came to mind at that moment, and to use their journals as collection sites for tidbits from 
literature and quotes of inspiration that gave them solace.

I went on walks in the woods with our puppy and listened to the wind rustle the leaves and 
the snow crimp beneath my feet. I found solace in watching the world change from fall to 
winter. I turned to poetry and fiction as a source of comfort. And I used my notebook as a 
place to store these experiences. I invited my students to do the same. I encouraged them to 
get outside to be in awe of the world or even to simply open their window. I made space in 
our class time for them to sketch, jot, and record in their notebooks as a time capsule of sorts 
for how they were making sense of their lives during the pandemic. Together, we wrote and 
sketched in a way that gave us conscious permission to pay attention to the world (Figure 5).

Letting Go of Comparison: Cultivating Creativity

If you haven’t held a piece of sidewalk chalk lately, I recommend it. It may reignite in you a 
sense of possibility or maybe even a gnawing sense of doubt. What do I write? Who will see 
it? Is it any good?

After my brother was gone, my youngest son and I headed to the driveway to make our 
mark on the world together. With the chunky sidewalk chalk in my hand, I shakily drew a 
heart broken into pieces and he helped me fill it in with color creating a stained-glass window 
of sorts. Together, we inadvertently created a symbol of hope and healing. Our neighborhood 
had more daily walkers since the onset of the pandemic and we hoped that our heart would 
give others a chance to smile and maybe even reflect on memories of their own childhood 
sidewalk chalk days.

In my years as a classroom teacher, I often used sidewalk chalk as part of our writing cel-
ebrations. One time, when I handed a group of fourth and fifth graders a big box of sidewalk 
chalk, they started to write: Dream Big. Anything is possible! Dreams come true! They didn’t 
need a mini-lesson or frontloaded explanation of what to do. They simply wrote what was in 
their hearts. As I look back at photographs from that afternoon it reminds me that this is what 
hope looks like when we let go of comparison and cultivate our innermost creative selves 
(Figures 6–8).
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Figure 5. readers-writers notebook page.
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Letting Go of Exhaustion as a Status Symbol and Productivity as Self-Worth: 
Cultivating Play and Rest

After three months of exhausting grief at the end of a devastating year, I found I needed to 
reevaluate the productivity paradox I had long endured of working more but focusing less. I 
began, perhaps for the first time in my life, to recognize the ways recharging, renewal, and 
recovery have always been at the heart of productivity. For me, it took the loss of my brother and 
the pandemic to increase my awareness of the connection between productivity and well-being.

Figures 6–8. Whole-hearted chalk drawings.



THE EDUCATIONAL FOrUM 15

Figures 6–8. continued

As the semester wound down and new year approached, I found myself cultivating play 
and rest in ways that restored me as an educator, wife, and mother. I intentionally closed my 
laptop to play foosball with my boys in the basement. I put on my snow gear to romp in the 
snow with our puppy. I put my feet up to read for pleasure. And I encouraged my students to 
use their holiday breaks not as a time to boost their resumes or prepare for future courses but 
to unplug and rest as an underrated form of productivity essential to their well-being.

At the end of the semester, we reflected on the ways we outgrew ourselves in our learning 
together and we set goals focused on play and rest for the holiday break. Pioneer play researcher 
Brian Sutton-Smith (2009) starkly observed, “The opposite of play … is not a present reality, 
or work; it is vacillation; or worse, it is depression” (p. 198). I shared this quote with my stu-
dents as a call to action for their holiday breaks and to remind themselves of it when they 
needed to prioritize play and rest both for themselves and their students.

Letting Go of Anxiety as a Lifestyle: Cultivating Calm and Still

Calm and stillness do not come easily to me. As I tend to do during times of uncertainty, I 
turned to children’s books to search for some answers on how to cultivate the kind of reflec-
tion and restoration that comes from slowing down. Brendan Wenzel’s (2019) beautifully 
rendered picture book A Stone Sat Still begins: “A stone sat still/with the water, grass and 
dirt/and it was/where it was in the world” (n.p.). Wenzel invited readers to slow down and 
to ponder perspectives, the passage of time, and the world from new angles. The lyrical 
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language and soothingly familiar illustrations capture the gentle stillness of nature. Wenzel 
described the stone from the point of view of the different animals who engage with it. The 
book concludes with the lines: “And the stone was an island/and the stone was a wave/and 
the stone was a memory/and the stone was always” (n.p.).

In my courses, I read aloud A Stone Sat Still to help us practice how to be more fully present 
in the world. My students then found other picture books that emphasized observation of 
nature, contemplation, and mindfulness. We shared the books with one another and considered 

Figures 6–8. continued
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teaching invitations to use in classrooms that invited children to contemplate the beauty and 
mystery of the world. My students were building their classroom libraries to support children, 
not just as readers, but as people full of life’s challenges and triumphs.

Letting Go of Self-Doubt and “Supposed to”: Cultivating Meaningful Work

In her poem, To Be of Use Marge Piercy (1982) wrote: “The pitcher cries for water to carry/
and a person for work that is real”. I am grateful that I define my work as more than a job. But 
holding on to meaning can be difficult particularly if we feel we are working alone or that the 
individual matters more than the collective.

Success for teachers and students is often defined by a hyper focus on individualism as seen 
through a devotion to rubrics, points, and discrete silos of subjects. Wheatley (2006) explained, 
“We broke knowledge into separate disciplines and subjects, built offices and schools with 
divided spaces, developed analytic techniques that focus on discrete factors, and even coun-
seled ourselves to act in fragments, to use different “parts” of ourselves in different settings” 
(p. 29). With my students, I strove to model the ways in which our whole selves impact our 
teaching and that our vulnerable hearts are ever-present. We are not fragmented selves, but 
rather, have multiple selves.

I strove to disrupt the prevailing focus on individualism toward a focus on collective well-be-
ing. Collective well-being, particularly in the workplace, emerges from structures that support 
people to pursue their interests, to have joyful experiences, and to find a sense of purpose and 
belonging within the community. Creating a classroom culture that supports a model of col-
lective well-being requires ongoing commitment to building positive social relationships, a 
sense of self-efficacy for teachers and students, and an environment that supports the flour-
ishing of individuals.

One way we did this was by making space to share two words that describe how we were 
feeling that day in small groups. It didn’t require explanation or elaboration, but it provided 
space for everyone to speak and listen. We gave ourselves permission to let go of self-doubt 
or expectations that we were “supposed to” feel joyful, energized, or engaged at every moment. 
The duality of our feelings was real. As the pandemic got closer to a one-year anniversary, I 
often responded that I felt simultaneously hopeful and weary.

We also engaged in feedback on lesson plans and lesson demonstration videos focused on 
strengths and questions rather than suggestions. These are the kinds of learning experiences 
that gave us a sense of competence, autonomy, and connection—core human needs–that when 
sustained can help cultivate meaningful work.

Letting Go of Being Cool and “Always in Control”: Cultivating Laughter, Song, 
and Dance

When I lost my brother, my oldest friend gifted me a playlist. Listening to it gave me the 
strength to sort through the hundreds of photos of Jimmy’s life and to select the ones we would 
use to celebrate his life. The lyrics and rhythms of each song helped me recognize the power 
of music for hope and healing.

I leveraged this gift from a friend and invited my students to sign up to start a class with 
a song of their choosing. The diversity of their musical interests reminded me of the various 
text preferences we all have and the different ways we find personal connections to books, 
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poetry, and song. The start of class was now not only a time to transition but something we 
could look forward to. We listened to Dua Lipa, Imagine Dragons, and Katrina and the 
Waves and danced in our homes and on the screen. We cultivated a sense that we could 
laugh, sing, and dance together and that joyful classrooms invite a spirit of song even in 
times of sorrow.

Perhaps more than any other song, Xavier Rudd’s (2012) “Follow the Sun” spoke to my 
heart during this challenging time:

So follow, follow the sun

The direction of the birds

The direction of love

Breath, breath in the air

Cherish this moment

Cherish this breath

Tomorrow is a new day for everyone

Brand new moon, brand new sun.

We listened to this song in our last class of the semester. The semester where I lost my 
brother. Where we gathered to learn online. Where we laughed and cried with a screen between 
us. Where we came together to search for our own paths for hope and healing.

Only Love

There is no roadmap for how to live, love, and teach whole-heartedly when your heart 
is broken. No one prepared me for the loss of my brother or how to support my parents 
in their unfathomable mourning from the loss of their son. I never had a lesson on how 
to help my children scatter their uncle’s ashes or how to keep his stories alive. We are not 
educated for these moments. As May (2020) reminded us, “If happiness is a skill, then 
sadness is, too. Perhaps through all those years at school, or perhaps through other ter-
rors, we are taught to ignore sadness, to stuff it down into our satchels and pretend it 
isn’t there. As adults, we often have to learn to hear the clarity of its call” (pp. 119-120). 
Our vulnerable hearts and stories of sorrow, loss, fear, and disruption are always there. 
They are equal partners with joy, enthusiasm, and engagement in our lives and in our 
classrooms.

Brown’s (2010) guideposts served as an invitation to allow myself the honesty of my sadness 
and a way to anchor the course experiences I was creating with my students. They provided 
a tool for reflection and served as a path for how to teach, live, and love in a world that is 
uncontrollable and uncertain. More than the methods I modeled or the knowledge they gained, 
I hope my students most remember the feeling of unconditional love. My love for my brother. 
My love for them. My love for their future students.
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