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EPILOGUE

A New Normal

It is May of 2020, and it is difficult to have a conversation about any-
thing significant related to education without including the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As I read the final draft of this book, I cannot count 

how many times I thought about adding a sentence along the lines of, “And 
let me tell you the ways that this situation has been exposed by the pandemic.” 
The gross inequities of life in the United States have been spotlighted and 
publicly analyzed in a way unimaginable before this critical threat to global 
health. The disproportionate effects of the pandemic on poor and low-income 
families and on Black and Brown people, in terms of both the illness itself and 
the negative outcomes of the shutdown of major parts of the economy, have 
brought to painful light the ubiquitous inequality that has been and contin-
ues to be the reality for millions of citizens. The ever-present and widening 
divide between the rich and the poor has been starkly revealed in the unfold-
ing of the pandemic. Uncertainty, which steals bandwidth from all of us, has 
been distributed among the population in direct proportion to their position 
on the scales of income, wealth, and health. People who live on the periph-
ery of access to opportunity are now experiencing the worst of the effects of 
the pandemic, including job loss, employment in high-risk “essential” ser-
vice sectors, food and housing insecurity, loss of resources provided by public 
schools, lack of access to technology for school and work, and unsafe homes 
and  neighborhoods where they are now “sheltered.” Stay-at-home orders bring 
certainty only to those of us who have safe homes, have reliable salaries, and 
live in neighborhoods where it’s safe to walk. This pandemic has caused us to 
reexamine the concept of home as a place of shelter and safety in ways that we 
as a society have mostly chosen to ignore until now. 

The uncertainty that has been added to the lives of people who live pre-
cariously in the best of times is stacked on top of the longstanding bandwidth 
depletion caused by poverty, racism, classism, xenophobia, and all the other 
“differentisms.” I suspect it is true in any crisis—public health, economic, 
natural disaster—that the people who are already struggling take the brunt 
of the negative impact. The stresses of day-to-day living are exacerbated by 

Epilogue.indd   177 9/17/2020   4:32:59 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com
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yet more challenges related to job security, education of children, and safety 
and security. 

It is far beyond the scope of this book (and my expertise) to present a 
thorough analysis of the relative illness and death rates from COVID-19, 
although the daily news brings frequent reports that Black and Brown people 
are dying in disproportionate numbers compared to White people. The fact 
that there is a great deal of variance in the ways states are counting and docu-
menting death rates and reporting age and race and ethnicity demographics 
further complicates the matter (and is a subject for close scrutiny in itself ). In 
this book, I have discussed the cost to overall health and well-being and the 
resultant bandwidth tax of being poor and a person of color in the United 
States. During the global pandemic, these factors have contributed to higher 
mortality rates for people whose health was compromised from the start. In 
addition, the closing of schools at all levels has brought to light the extent 
of the “digital divide,” as students in poor and near-poor families lack the 
resources in computers and internet connection to transition from in-person 
to remote learning. Even if families have a computer, it might need to be 
shared by several people, and finding a quiet time and place for study is an 
additional challenge. The difference in access to effective learning is further 
exacerbated by the level of education and availability of parents to support 
their children’s learning. Situations involving child abuse, substance addic-
tions, and domestic violence are inevitably worsened in this environment of 
added stress and confined living. So many challenges for so many families, 
distributed unevenly across lines of income and race and ethnicity, will surely 
result in increased inequality in educational and health outcomes.

Given the realities of inequality and the disproportionate burden of soci-
etal upheaval on the most vulnerable of us, what can we learn from this 
pandemic and how do we use that learning to close equity gaps in pre-K-12 
public education going forward? Most importantly, let us acknowledge what 
we can no longer deny, that the “normal” state of affairs in this country 
was not working well for millions of children and youth. Over the past few 
months, I have heard educators resist the idea of getting “back to normal.” 
Why would we want to get back to a normal that undermines the basic edu-
cation and, therefore, the life chances of millions of children? What we need 
is a new normal that we create from the lessons of the pandemic. I suggest 
the following principles:

•	 Recognize and act on the fact that to educate children and youth in 
public school, more resources (not less) are required to buttress the 
well-being and academic achievement of students who live in poor 
and near-poor families and who belong to marginalized groups. 

Epilogue.indd   178 9/17/2020   4:32:59 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



179epilogue

•	 Eliminate the digital divide. As a country, we could decide that access 
to computer technology and the required internet connection are 
public utilities, like water, gas, and electricity, and make them avail-
able to everyone.

•	 Acknowledge that food insecurity negatively affects learning and 
implement healthy nutrition programs in all public schools for all 
children (as the Houston Independent School District did in Texas 
after Hurricane Harvey; see chapter 18, this volume).

•	 Ensure that all voices are part of the conversation. In some cases, as 
teaching moved online, children’s voices were heard in the classroom 
where they had not been heard before. Others were even more seri-
ously silenced. After the pandemic, we must continue to listen to all 
voices so we can learn from each other and give everyone’s brain a 
chance to grow. On Zoom, teachers might have done a roll call to 
see that everyone was there; the same idea could be implemented in a 
classroom with a policy of “every voice, every day.” It is also impor-
tant to remember that voices can be heard in writing and art and song 
and story, not just in recitation and discussion. 

•	 Find out what “funds of knowledge” were tapped by children, youth, 
and their parents during these trying times and leverage those to help 
everyone thrive at school in the new normal. Work with students 
and their families to systematically gather and record these funds so 
we all recognize their importance in skill-building. Do not simply 
write them off as, “We just did what needed to be done, and now 
that’s over.” Consider mutual support in neighborhoods; extended 
family assistance with child care and schooling; intentional relation-
ships developed between children and their teachers as all tried to 
stay connected; teaching innovations that sprang from necessity that 
turned out to be very effective; and the many ways children, youth, 
and adults stepped up to support each other day-to-day.

Let us remember what it felt like to have our school communities dis-
rupted by physical distance and never again underestimate the power of 
close communities of respect and mutual support to help students overcome 
adversity and survive and thrive in school. Let us not go back to the old 
normal. Let us maintain and strengthen the communities of support around 
student learning that have been developed, through necessity, during this 
pandemic. The critical groups include teachers and school leaders, of course, 
but also include our information technology personnel; food service staff 
(who packaged millions of meals for students staying at home); and espe-
cially parents, who had to balance the uncertainty in their lives with trying to 
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epilogue180

support learning at home. Parents have always been essential players in their 
children’s education. This pandemic has shone a light on what we already 
knew, that parents in some families have way more bandwidth, knowledge, 
and time for that work. What parents need today, and will always need in 
direct proportion to their level of resources, are respect and inclusion, not 
judgment and blame. 

COVID-19 may return in waves even as we reopen schools, and there 
may be other viruses, and there will surely be other natural and human-made 
disasters. Schools that have developed ongoing relationships and support 
for families will be poised to continue during these times. Families who are 
struggling with all the things that steal bandwidth and compromise educa-
tion for children need well-resourced public schools that can consistently fill 
in the gaps left by economic insecurity and all the underminers, giving all 
children a chance to achieve their potential in school and life.
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