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It’s not just your laptop that needs to be
recharged after Zoom sessions and Google Meets
By April Gonzalez

“Meet George Jetson…” This was the opening jingle intro-

ducing the family members of the 1960s TV cartoon series,
The Jetsons, a glimpse into
a futuristic world. The Jetsonian “video phone” depicted
in every episode was something we could only dream
of.

The future is here. And the
circumstances that have
thrust many of us into working remotely and meeting
virtually could not be further
from the futuristic golden age portrayed in The Jetsons. As
many of us are engaging in more virtual meetings through
applications such as Zoom, Skype, and Google Meet, some
are experiencing a fatigue and exhaustion from these interfaces that we haven’t experienced before.
Educators, the very nature of whose work is grounded in
face-to-face interactions, report that they’re sharing in
this struggle. Principals who are meeting online with their
teachers have noticed that attention wanes dramatically
after an hour. A teacher described her “open hours” sessions for students as challenging because she is not really
able to tell whether they are struggling with the material.
Other educators have reported that during video meetings,
they end up multi-tasking and checking email because it
is frustrating to meet without the authentic opportunity
to engage and participate. The emotional impact we are
experiencing from the disruption of a pandemic can leave
us all feeling enervated. Added to this is a specific kind of
exhaustion linked to video-conferencing. This experience
has become so common that it’s earned its own slang term,
“Zoom Fatigue.”
If you have struggled with the sudden need to take a nap
after such a meeting, you are not alone. We have known
for a long time that effective communication involves more
than words. Tone and body language, such as gestures, facial expressions, and position of the body, play a significant
role in what we perceive. Our ability to scan others’ body
Continued on next page

The Spire Leadership Group is publishing advisories
for K-12 educators throughout the coronavirus pandemic. If this bulletin was forwarded to you, and you wish to
receive it in your inbox, please email the word “SUBSCRIBE” to tim@spireleadershipgroup.com.

KEY STRATEGIES FOR
ENERGIZED, EFFECTIVE
DIGITAL COMMUNICATION
With the future of education and reopening
unknown at this time, how can we mitigate
some of the feeling of “Zoom gloom”?
Whether you are leading a meeting or participating in one, there are several strategies
we can use.
Presenters:
•

•

•

•

•

Test technology ahead of time. We know
how important it is to respect people’s
time. When technical difficulties prevent a
meeting from starting on time, or if there
are delays during the meeting, momentum is lost and everyone feels frustrated.
Define the purpose of the meeting clearly. Establish the goals or outcomes of the
meeting to provide a focus for listening
and participating.
Use an icebreaker to open the meeting.
At a time when many feel socially isolated
and may have been directly impacted by
the pandemic, doing so can humanize the
online experience. This can be a moment to demonstrate caring and create a
“safe” video-conferencing environment.
Minimize the length of the meeting time,
ideally 30-45 minutes depending on the
purpose. Send pre-reading material in
advance in order to save time during
the meeting and avoid logistics in taking
time, while online, to read.
Build in breaks if the video-conferencing
session needs to be longer. Sharing a
small video clip, as appropriate, or using
interactive applications like Kahoot and
Padlet can be used to break from the focus of looking for non-verbal cues. Participants can also be encouraged to attend
to home issues or take a “bio-break” on
their own whenever needed.
Strategies continued on next page
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language or facial expression to get a quick read
on what they’re thinking or feeling is an important
component of our communications skills. Neuroscience continues to reveal that the brain is wired
for learning through all of our senses. When we
communicate face-to-face, we perceive through
all of our senses. However, the online interface
limits that ability. “During an in-person conversation, the brain focuses partly on the words being
spoken,” science writer Julia Sklar notes, “but
it also derives additional meaning from dozens
of non-verbal cues, such as whether someone is
facing you or slightly turned away, if they’re fidgeting while you talk, or if they inhale quickly in
preparation to interrupt.” In these virtual meetings, we are often constructing meaning without all of the usual tools we usually utilize. The
intense focus on words and sustained eye contact
is exhausting.

Presenters:

There are several other factors that, if not as
substantial as non-verbal cues, contribute to
the overload factor. The opportunity to share
a space, interact in close proximity, and make
direct eye-contact with individuals is diminished.
Libby Sander and Oliver Bauman, professors at
Australia’s Bond University, note, “The heightened emphasis on facial cues and the ability to
see oneself can also act as a stressor.”
To some extent, video conferencing creates the
sense that one is on stage and is being judged by
the performance. If we know we are on camera, we have a heightened awareness that we’re
being watched. One can argue that teachers are
used to being “on stage” in their classrooms.
However, the classroom environment is designed
to create a safe place to learn and involves personal interactions. During video-conferencing,
worries about what is in the background, the
lighting, and where to situate yourself is unfamiliar territory for most of us. As Sander and
Bauman also note, “We feel anxious about our
remote workspace and controlling events that
might make us look bad.” Likewise, worries
about disruption from family members and pets
can add to the anxiety and serve as another distraction in communication and obstacle to feeling present. Video-conferencing, upon which so
many of us rely now for interpersonal interactions
outside our home, has its dehumanizing side
Continued on next page

•

Schedule smaller group meetings. It is
much easier to focus on fewer tiles and
there are more opportunities for authentic
participation in smaller groups or breakout groups.

•

Manage the online meeting with a shared
approach to minimize feeling overwhelmed. It often makes sense to have
two people lead a session: a presenter and
a facilitator. The facilitator can manage
the technology, take notes and watch for
those who wish to participate, thus allowing the presenter to focus on presenting
information. A facilitator can also capture
real-time feedback in managing polls, surveys, and comments.

•

Call on individual participants to contribute, or at least check in to see if they
have anything to add. This can be accomplished more easily in smaller group meetings. This is another way to make clear that
the voices of all participants matter.

•

Consider sources of onscreen stimuli. This
includes the background of the place you
choose to host a video-conference. There
are calm backgrounds that can be applied
rather than the natural setting if your space
is “busy.” Likewise, if a slide show and
other documents are being shared, apply
a minimalist approach as much as possible.
In addition, you can hide your “tile” so you
do not focus on your appearance.

•

Listen carefully and make connections.
Recognize that participants do not have all
of the non-verbal cues readily available to
guide them when they respond. Listening
carefully and making connections among
the key points of the session will help to
keep the conversation going and make it
relevant.

Participants:
•

There is the temptation to multi-task,
especially during larger group video-conferencing when there are so many tiles to
focus on and little opportunity for active
participation. However, multi-tasking and
reading emails during a video-conference
can add to feelings of anxiety and reduce
productivity.
Strategies continued on next page

Is your own battery running low?

KEY STRATEGIES

effects. Technical errors, poor wifi connections, and
unfamiliarity with video-conferencing platforms also
contribute to feelings of unease. Business and lifestyle
writer Yola Robert aptly reminds us, “In the beginning of
quarantine, Zoom and many other conferencing platforms were crashing several times a day.” The concerns
about losing each other during a conference, or a meeting being “crashed” by an outsider create a heightened
alertness that is not natural. To further complicate this,
for many these conferencing platforms were unfamiliar
prior to the pandemic. When you’re not accustomed to
it, it’s nerve wracking to navigate logging into a meeting,
muting and unmuting microphones, turning on and off
the camera settings, and other logistics associated with
this form of communication. Many have had to adapt,
without training, to unfamiliar conferencing platforms.

Participants:

Continued
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Even veterans of telecommuting and video-conferencing have experienced the impact of this digital “new
normal.” As one educational consultant, who in normal
times works from home and the nearest café, reports, “I
always relied on the face-to-face meetings on my calendar to recharge me from the drain of phone calls and
online meetings. Now I don’t have that.”

•

When jumping into the conversation,
acknowledge what was said previously.
This is a good way to ensure your focus in
responding. Clarifying another person’s
comment also brings the “human” side
into the online environment and keeps the
conversation more authentic.

•

Listen actively by keeping an open mind,
trying to visualize what the speaker is
saying, or offering to take notes for the
group. Notetaking will also enable you to
remember points made as well as points
you want to respond to while waiting for
your turn to comment.

•

Ask questions as a way to engage in the
video-conference and further the conversation. If you need clarification or you
missed something, you should ask. It
may be likely that others have the same
question.

SPIRE LEADERSHIP RESOURCES
The Spire Leadership Group is publishing free resources for educators and parents during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Follow the links to two of our two recent resource documents:
Supporting
Children during
the trauma
of covid-19

Online RESOURCES

(April 10, 2020) With each passing day, the COVID-19 pandemic’s
impact on families socially, emotionally, physically, and financially
continues to increase. When, earlier this week, Surgeon General
Jerome Adams described this time as “our Pearl Harbor moment, our 9/11 moment,” there could be no doubt that many of
our families will experience trauma. Research indicates that distressing and disturbing experiences can directly impact learning
and brain functioning. Trauma-informed practices to address this
impact is applicable to an ever-growing population of students
given this current situation. Below is a list of websites and articles
related to trauma-informed practices. We are sharing this as a
resource. Inclusion on this list does not entail a commercial endorsement of any of these resources.
COMPILED BY

RESEARCH
Archives of General Psychiatry
Traumatic Events and Posttraumatic Stress in Childhood
This frequently-cited 2007 article address the frequency of traumatic events among American children. The authors note that more
than two thirds of children reported having experienced at least
one traumatic event by 16 years of age.

Child and Adolescent Health Measurement Initiative
Profile on Adverse Childhood Experiences
This 2017 issue brief reviews data documenting the prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) among
children in the United States.

ARTICLES
Edutopia
The How and Why of Trauma-Informed
Teaching
In this 2018 article, Alex Shevrin Venet,
an expert in the field of trauma-informed
teaching, explains why being “trauma-informed” is essential.

Educational Leadership
(ASCD Journal)
Trauma-Informed Teaching Strategies
Jessica Minahan, a board-certified behavior therapist and author of The Behavior
Code, describes eight key components of
Trauma-Informed Teaching and Strategies.

KQED MindShift
Four Core Priorities for Trauma-informed
Distance Learning
This April 6, 2020 article outlines four key
areas of focus for trauma-informed teaching during distance learning. MindShift,
a service of KQED, the San Francisco Bay
area public media source, is dedicated to
topics related to learning and education.

Washington Post
A Trauma-Informed Approach to Teaching
through Coronavirus – for Students Everywhere, Online or Not
This article offers steps educators can
take during distance learning to support
students in feeling safe.

Strategies Schools Can Use to Become
More Trauma-Informed
This article, written prior to the outbreak
of COVID-19, offered specific strategies
for trauma-informed teaching that can be
applied to distance learning.

thenotebook
A Look Inside How Trauma-Informed Practices Work in Districts and Schools
Pediatrician Kathleen Reeves reports on
action research completed in public and
charter Philadelphia schools and the positive impact of trauma-informed education.

Education Week
Yes, You Can Do Trauma-Informed Teaching
Remotely (and You Really, Really Should)
This April 3, 2020 article describes why
trauma-informed practices are particularly
vital during COVID-19 and distance learning.
The author shares several suggestions and
strategies offered, as well.
Teaching Tolerance
A Healthy Reminder to Educators During
School Closures
This article, written by an instructional coach
from Washington State, shares some encouraging words for fellow educators.
How to Respond to Coronavirus Racism
This article concisely offers suggestions for
recognizing and addressing instances of
racism related to COVID-19.

OTHER RESOURCES
Unconditional Learning
Truth for Teachers Podcast
The National Child Traumatic Stress
Getting Started with Trauma-Informed
A Crash Course on Trauma-Informed
Network
Teaching
Teaching
Resources on Child Trauma
College instructor and consultant Alex
Angela Watson, a National Board-certified
This site provides a library of docuShevrin Venet shares a variety of links
teacher, shares an article and linked podcast
ments on wide-ranging topics including
on trauma-informed practices, including
that defines trauma and outlines strategies
SanctuaryWeb
teacher self-care.
for trauma-informed teaching.
Videos and Media
This site shares a variety of resources foThe Spire Leadership Group is an education-focused consulting firm based in Philadelphia. Spire Leadership is
cusing on the Sanctuary Model created by
led by founder Tim Matheney, who has served as a high school principal, the New Jersey Department of EducaDr. Sandra Bloom, a professor at Drexel
tion’s Chief Intervention Officer, and Executive Director of the Philadelphia Academy of School Leaders. Spire’s
University, and colleagues.
team includes Consulting Associate April Gonzalez, a veteran principal, assistant principal, and curriculum
supervisor. For more information on Spire Leadership, visit spireleadershipgroup.com.

Supporting Children
During the Trauma of
COVID-19: This document lists a variety of
resources supporting
children during the
trauma of COVID-19.

Supporting
Children WITH
DISABILITIES

As COVID-19 continues to spread globally, impacting
families indiscriminately and requiring longer periods
of social distancing and school closures, educators are
faced with the need to provide equal access to learning. Providing appropriate support to students with
disabilities must be a priority for educators as distance
learning continues for weeks and, possibly, months.
We are sharing this as a resource for school administrators, educators, and families. Inclusion on this list does
not entail a commercial endorsement of any of these
resources.

Online RESOURCES
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SPECIAL EDUCATION RESOURCES FOR SCHOOLS AND DISTRICTS
U.S. Department of
Education

Providing Services to Students with Disabilities during
COVID-19 FAQ
This page offers guidance
for school districts regarding
providing services for students with disabilities during
COVID-19 and school closures.
(PDF of the FAQ is available
here.)

Council of
Administrators of
Special Education

COVID-19 Resources for Special Education Administrators
This site offers resources,
including information including webinars and the guide
entitled Considerations for
Special Education Administrators (dated March 21).

U.S. Office of Civil
Rights

Online Education and Website Accessibility
This short webinar from
March 17 offers legal guidance for educating students
online and providing accessibility for all students.

The Spire Leadership Group is an education-focused consulting firm based
in Philadelphia. Spire Leadership is
led by founder and president Tim
Matheney, who previously served as a
high school principal, the New Jersey
Department of Education’s Chief
Intervention Officer, and the founding
Executive Director of the Philadelphia
Academy of School Leaders. Spire’s
team includes Consulting Associate
April Gonzalez, a veteran principal,
assistant principal, and curriculum
supervisor. For more information on
Spire Leadership, please email Tim
(tim@spireleadershipgroup.com), call
732-309-2296 or visit
spireleadershipgroup.com.

SPECIAL EDUCATION RESOURCES FOR EDUCATORS
National Alliance for Public Charter
Schools
COVID-19 Resources for Charter Schools

This site offers information about educating
special education students during COVID-19
and provides links to additional resources such
as KIPP’s open-source repository of resources
for educators, families, and students.

Disability Scoop

National Center for

News on Coronavirus
Special Education in
Impact and Other Disabil- Charter Schools
ity-Related Topics
COVID-19 and Students
with Disabilities
This is an information
source on the impact of
This page offers some
COVID-19 on individustrategies for educating
als with disabilities and
students with disabilities
other topics.
in charter schools.

The Council for
Exceptional Children
Resources for Teaching
Remotely

This site offers a variety of
resources for supporting
virtual learning.

SPECIAL EDUCATION RESOURCES FOR PARENTS
The Arc

COVID-19 Resources for People with
Disabilities, Families and Service
Providers
The Arc is an advocacy organization
for individuals with intellectual and
developmental disabilities. This page
provides a variety resource, including information on Congressional
advocacy.

Family Voices

Coronavirus Information and
Resources
This national organization for
families with children who have
special health care needs provides resources and information
about COVID-19.

Center for Parent
Information and
Resources

Coronavirus Resources
This site seeks to serves as
a “hub” of information for
parents of children with
disabilities.

Autism Speaks

Supporting Children
with Disabilities: This
document provides a
list of websites with
resources for parents
and teachers of children with disabilities.

COVID-19 Information and
Resources
This site is dedicated to
providing resources to the
autism community during
the pandemic.

The Spire Leadership Group is an education-focused consulting firm based in Philadelphia. Spire Leadership is led by founder and president Tim Matheney, who previously
served as a high school principal, the New Jersey Department of Education’s Chief
Intervention Officer, and the founding Executive Director of the Philadelphia Academy
of School Leaders. Spire’s team includes Consulting Associate April Gonzalez, a veteran
principal, assistant principal, and curriculum supervisor. For more information on Spire
Leadership, please email Tim (tim@spireleadershipgroup.com), call 732-309-2296 or visit
spireleadershipgroup.com.

