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Keynote: Lost and Found: Weaving a Path from Isolation to Connection in the 

Healing Classroom 

by Lesley Koplow, LCSW 

 

Welcome to our 7th annual ER Schools Conference! I wish we could be together in 

person to feel each other’s presence during this very “full” school year. I am using the 

word “full” because it feels like this school year is not only about the present, it is also 

“full” of everything that happened in children’s and teacher’s lives last year and the 

year before, when COVID prevented consistent in-person contact. It feels like 

everything lost during that period of time is present in our classrooms now, and is 

taking up the 3 feet of make-believe distance that (theoretically) stands between one 

child and another. What was lost, disrupted or torn away, during our time apart has 
returned now that all teachers and all children are back together, sometimes in 

haunting, overwhelming and distracting ways. 

 

Last year at this conference, I remember referring to the heroic efforts of school staff 

who were making sure that hungry families had food during the darkest days of 

lockdown; who were delivering care packages to families before the holiday break; 

who were on the phone with parents in need for hours every day. The generally 

unacknowledged role of schools as social/communities who are a sustaining force 

in every neighborhood, came to light in those darkest moments of pandemic 

isolation.  

 

And now, more than a year later, although we all back, not too surprisingly, both 

children and adults came back more distracted, more sensitive, more fragile, more 

exhausted, and often. more reactive than we were before we left. As it turns out, being 
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superheroes is exhausting and emotionally draining! While our children who were 

apart from group life for almost 2 years, seem very young for their ages, and less 

able to tolerate adverse moments. We, on the other hand, we may feel much older 

than our ages in the aftermath of using superhuman strength to get through the 

darkest times. We may feel daunted by the challenges that surround us in classroom 

life. These challenges seem to require us to “go back to the drawing board” with 

millions of children!  

 

If you are feeling like you are teaching in an emotional mine field these days, you 

probably are! Indeed, the American Academy of Pediatrics and the American 

 Psychological Association have both declared a national child mental health crisis 

in the U.S.  C D C researchers found that between March and October 2020, 

emergency room visits for mental health rose by 24% for children ages 5-11 years. 

Those children came back to school. They are in your classrooms every day! 

 

As of October 2021, data shows more than 140,000 U.S. children have experienced 

the death of a primary or secondary caregiver during the COVID-19 pandemic, with 

children of color disproportionately impacted. Those bereaved children came back 

to school. They are in your classrooms every day! 

 

While we are not oblivious to the traumatic losses that our children and teachers have 

suffered and are suffering in COVID times, after the first week or 2 of school this fall, 

teachers began to hear less and less about the need to help children recover socially 

and emotionally, and more and more about the need to help children recover lost 

learning. How do we do this when children seem so distracted, so much younger, and 

so emotionally fragile? 

 

In a recent Associated Press article on COVID and the Mental Health of School 

Children, the author describes the following:  
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“The grief, anxiety and depression children have experienced during the pandemic is 

welling over into classrooms and hallways, resulting in crying and disruptive behavior 

in many younger kids and increased violence and bullying among adolescents……For 

many other children, who keep their sadness and fear inside, the pressures of school 

have become too great. According to the C D C, emergency room visits for 

suspected suicide attempts among children and adolescents jumped 31% compared 

with 2019. (Lavendier, 2021) 

 

These findings led Dr Hoover, the Director of the National Center for School Mental 

Health to conclude that schools need to invest in the mental health and well-being of 

all children, —not just for children with who were already receiving counseling via their 

IEPS. (Hoover, 2021) 

 

Certainly, the implication here is that “Learning loss” cannot be remedied without 

acknowledging the other losses that both children and the adults who care for them 

at school have experienced; loss of community, loss of connection, loss of health, 

and in hundreds of thousands of tragic cases, loss of life. Meanwhile, it is important to 

acknowledge that the Pressure to make up for lost time can create an intolerable level 

of anxiety for children and for teachers, as well as paralyzing feelings of inadequacy for 

both. Indeed, school leaders are reporting an unusually high beginning and mid-year 

turnover of teachers, creating a further destabilizing impact on school communities. 

Teachers and children are finding themselves exhausted by the effort of trying to push 

aside the intense feelings that crowd their classrooms in order to make room for both 

lost learning and new learning. 

 

When I was thinking about the dilemma of addressing what children have lost, I 

remembered making a trip to the school’s lost and found when my own daughter was 

in elementary school. When a missing jacket never turned up after a week or two, I 

visited the lost and found but was reunited with a myriad of items from past months 
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and years! I emerged with a lunch box, the jacket, a sweater, a hat, and a handful of 

gloves and mittens. These reunions were possible because schools make a space for 

lost items.  

 

Before we can devote all of our energy to restoring lost learning, perhaps we need to 

make a space to honor the memories of the people in the lives of children and staff 

who were lost during our time apart. Perhaps we need to acknowledge the more 

ambiguous losses of disrupted peer connection, and staff good byes, by giving these 
experiences a symbolic presence and a place to live visually and symbolically within 

school community.  

 

Schools That Heal know that they are in part “Holding Environments”. That means that 

healing schools acknowledge their role in helping children “hold” all of what they bring 

into the building, even from prior weeks and years. They help children make sense of 
what they bring in, so that what they carry does not take up all of their mental space 

and prevent receptivity to new learning.  Even when children themselves are at a loss 

to keep track of and make sense of all that they carry, healing classrooms help 

children find a way to balance the load.  Otherwise, our children are alone with those 

heavy felt experiences at school.   When children feel Alone, they act as though they 

are alone.  Instead of seeking help from the teacher, their pain makes itself felt through 

outbursts, crying, hurtful language and physical aggression. 

 

If we conclude that emotional integration of past experience is a precursor to learning 

in the present, how can we help children weave past and present together in ways that 

promote cognitive development and mastery? 

 

 I’m going to return to my metaphor about “going back to the drawing board”. Let’s 

pretend that every school follows Dr. Hoover’s excellent advice, and practices “Tier 1” 

mental health support for all of our children at this time. Instead of trying to plow 
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through the material that children “should” know, were it not for lost time, let’s 

consider drawing a “different picture of school” on our collective drawing board, and 

perhaps, putting it in practice when children and teachers return from their winter 

break. 

 

In this new picture, there will be a clock on the wall in each classroom that goes at the 

pace that children go. Instead of driving instruction and dictating the learning pace, 

this clock will respond to children’s need to take things in and make sense of them 

before moving forward, and to sound an alarm when children need to move to a more 

meaningful learning experience.   

 

In this new picture, instead of accepting the deficit model of “learning loss”, it might be 

useful to consider what children did learn during their time apart from school. One 

working educational pedagogy/methodology that illustrates this way of thinking is the 

“Funds of Knowledge” work of Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg created in (1992) and 

expanded on by several practitioners over the years.  
 

Funds of Knowledge realizes that all children bring a knowledge base to school, 

learned from their experiences within family and neighborhood, and carried Into the 

classroom. Funds of Knowledge posits that this knowledge base needs to be 
discovered, tapped into and valued in order for children to find meaning in new 

learning. Emotionally Responsive Schools, intentionally invite this knowledge base in, 

and give it a voice within areas of study. For example, a child who learned to bake 

shoe-fly pie by baking with her grandmother during the lockdown period, can share 
that expertise with classmates through a classroom baking project, and 

simultaneously be guided to explore the connections to the inherent science and math 

concepts being taught within the curriculum.  
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Another child who learned the story of their great grandparents’ experience with the 

Spanish Flu, can share that learning with peers and teachers, and be guided into an 

emergent history lesson, comparing and contrasting those times with our present 

struggle with COVID.  

 

Sharing Funds of Knowledge verbally with peers, and listening to their reactive 

comments, gives children experience with the power of verbal narrative. Writing their 

acquired knowledge down gives children experience with the power of written 
narrative, and allows literacy learning in service of honoring children’s own thoughts 

and emergent connections. Making a graphic novel on the subject allows children to 

render their own images that capture the elements of both facts and fiction, that show 

authenticity in the learner’s developmental level of understanding. 

 

These Funds of Knowledge become cognitive/ social and emotional road maps for 

healing classroom.  They help children to build connections between home learning 

and school learning. They weave themselves into teacher-child relationships and into 

existing curriculum, to strengthen them and make both more meaningful to the 

children in the room. Our zoom windows into the living rooms of our children last year 

gave us more intimate access to these funds of knowledge. We need to use what we 

learned last year, in our classrooms now.  Indeed, Affirming the value of what 

children bring to school fosters a sense of self -worth in the young learner, especially 

important for those children from marginalized communities. 

 

There is no such thing as “learning loss”, if we follow this line of thinking to the 

present, “post- school disruption” era. But there is a time sensitive and essential 

mission to help children build those bridges between “outside school experience and 

learning” and “inside school experience and learning”, so that they can integrate these 

multiple sources of knowledge and build a conceptual base for ongoing educational 

pursuits. 
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Within the new picture that we are drawing on our drawing board, young children will 

make their Funds of Knowledge come to life through dictation, drawing, writing, 

playing and story acting, so that that they are always creating a bridge between new 

learning and prior leaning. Our younger learners will learn that literacy and art symbols 

can hold their thoughts and powerful feelings, and won’t need to try to divide their 

attention between what’s in their heads and hearts, and what is written on the chalk 

board. In this new picture, there will be hands-on components so that children 

themselves construct meaning from what they create, and do not experience the work 

as boring, incomprehensible or impossible. 

 

On this new drawing board, instead of suggesting that children “should” be able to 

keep the emotional pain of COVID time trauma and personal loss out of the 

classroom, let’s draw many places for children’s felt experiences to live in our school 

buildings. First, we draw the social worker’s office, and make it much, much bigger! 

because we know that mental health support in school is critical for all children, and 

chronically under- resourced. But we cannot stop there, because we will need the 

talents of every single staff member to support the emotional well-being of ALL 

of our children!  

 

Next, we draw interactive feelings charts in every classroom, so that both positive and 

negative emotions can be expressed and valued. It is often impossible for children to 

push sadness, fear and anger out of the way for the duration of the school day. 

Without invitation, these feelings will continue to flood our classrooms when the dams 

burst. Giving powerful emotions a symbolic voice in the classroom that can be 

followed up within teacher-child relationships, can provide needed affirmation and 

relief, and heighten teacher-child connection as well as peer empathy. 
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Next, we draw a cozy corner in every classroom from 3K-throughout the grades, so 

that all children know that they can find respite in the classroom if they feel 

overwhelmed by sadness, or fear or anger, or grief, or are feeling confused or 

bombarded by the constant demands of group life. 

 

 In addition, we draw cozy spaces in the teacher’s lounge, so that staff can seek 

respite from the intensity of classroom dynamics when they need it. These spaces have 

comforting elements, such as aromatherapy, coffee and hot chocolate, fruit and baked 

goods. Acknowledging the humanity of our teachers is essential for school strength 

and viability. 

 

Next, we will draw a Teddy Bear for each child and each staff member, to keep in 

school, to hold when they need comfort, and to help hold feelings that are too hard to 

manage alone. The soft bears will become a symbol of teacher support, a symbol for 

children’s “younger selves”, and a source of comfort. Sometimes, the Teddy Bears 

may remember sad or scary events from our time apart, and children will be able to 

offer them empathy and comfort, giving children a sense of agency and making them 

less vulnerable to Post Traumatic Stress. The Teddy Bears will also become a voice 

for the felt experiences that children carry, expressed in symbolic play and through 

writing and drawing in their Teddy Bear Journals. By doing this, Emotionally 

Responsive Schools convey the powerful message that ALL children are worthy of 

comfort, and that all of us, both children and adults, will need comfort at times during 

the school year. 

 

And finally, let’s draw a very, very large lost and found space in our school, one that 

is large enough to hold both the losses endured during these past years as well as the 

positive elements of relationships and learning connections that were abruptly left in 

limbo when COVID came to town a few years back, or, were valiantly forged during 

our collective isolation, but feel less available now. 
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For some children, teachers and parents, those elements were essential to their feeling 

a sense of competence and well-being in school. Children who have returned to us 

may need to visit this “lost and found “space in company of teachers who they had in-

person prior to the closing of our doors, or teachers who nurtured them virtually and 

via care packages through the remote learning period; or in the company of social 

workers or school leaders with whom they had deep attachments, and meaningful, in-

person connections. Like Peter Pan reuniting with his lost shadow, children may have 

been disconnected from essential parts of themselves when schools abruptly closed, 

and may benefit from these intentional reunions, even now.  

 

We like to think that young school children bounce back from loss and disruption 

because they won’t remember things that are too big for them to fully understand. In 

reality, feeling memories stay in place, especially when they are too overwhelming to 

be understood. Unacknowledged, they can continue to haunt and distract even as 

they are assumed “forgotten”.  

 

The brilliant African American children’s book author, and poet, Lucille Clifton, wrote a 

poem that captures the dilemma of children sitting in classrooms, unable to take in 

new learning. lost in their own traumatic memories. She wrote; 

 
“they ask me to remember, 

but they want me to remember 
their memories, 

and I, keep on remembering 
mine.” 

(Why people be mad at me sometimes, Clifton, 1989) 
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When we return to school, let’s do our best to build bridges between children’s 

memories, and what’s on our agenda for the day. Let’s do our best to walk hand in 

hand with children across those bridges. In this way, we will all recover from our 

losses, little by little. In this way, children will become more and more receptive to new 

learning, and more able to able to partner with their teachers to achieve meaningful 

outcomes. 

 

Thank you. Have a wonderful day and I will see you at 4:00 for closing comments. 
* * * * * * * * 
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