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PK: Alright we're on.  So I'm going to start with just going over the informed consent
again just for, you know, legal reasons, and all that.  So this is an interview for the
Merrimack College Department of History.  It's a project of course documenting
experiences about Merrimack during the pandemic.  It's going to be recorded, of course.
The video and the transcript will be made available to the public for scholarly use only
as part of an online exhibition.  The general public can see it, it could be quoted in a
publication, probably not but who knows.  And you'll retain the copyright to all of this,
your words and all that.  You can drop out at any time, you can ask to stop the
recording, you can refuse any question, you go into as much detail as you like, you'll
have the chance to go over the recording and edit things out, you know if you don't like
something we can edit it.  And afterwards, then you're going to sign a Creative
Commons license just to show that you’re granting us access to use this for research
purposes.  So, do you understand?

ST: The history class has become a mini-law course for you.

PK:  I had to do a decent bit of writing about that and learning, but yeah you understand
that.

ST: I do.

PK: You agree?  Yep, alright.

ST: I agree.

PK: Alright so we’re going to start with just the metadata, just reading over background
stuff if someone wants to play this over just so they have information about things.  So
I'm interviewing Merrimack College math professor Sujatha--and I'm going to make sure
I try to get this right--Thiruvengadathan?



ST: [Nods]

PK: Awesome, okay.  I'm Patrick Krol, I'm interviewing her, it is the 23rd of November,
2021.  I'm at home in Reading, Massachusetts, and where are you right now?

ST: In North Andover.

PK: North Andover, okay.  So with that out of the way, we can get into it, alright?  So
we're going to start with just a sort of basic intro question which was: before the
pandemic what was going on in your life, what were you doing around that time?

ST: I was teaching, I teach Sunday school at a Hindu temple in North Andover,
Andover/North Andover area and pretty much, and did a lot of volunteer work in person.

PK: Okay, yeah. So with that said, do you remember the first time you heard about
COVID?  And could you describe what that was like?

ST: The first time I heard about COVID, I did get messages from India because I'm
originally from there, so my high school classmates had sent me--I remember this very
vividly because they sent me a video clipping of how people in China were quarantining
and how they were getting food delivered to their rooms by robotic machines it comes
in, it beeps, they open the door and it says take your food, they take it, and then it goes
on, so that,you know, I was in awe of like, wow what's happening? But I remember after
that I didn't process after that but Friday before our spring break, I was in class teaching
business math, and we were breaking out for spring break and I had a student come up
to me and said, “Are we coming back?” And I said, “What do you mean are we coming
back?” He said, “I don't think we're coming back, Sujatha.” And I said, “Where's this
coming from?” He said, “No, no, no, I have a very strange feeling we aren’t coming
back.” I never processed, that laughed it off and I said, “Ah, happy thoughts for you.”
And I was scheduled to go out for a conference to Florida. I had my tickets booked and
my flight was out on Tuesday afternoon. And I was literally walking down the staircase
towards my basement to get in my car to drive and we got an email saying the
conference is canceled. That's been reality was getting, like slowly sinking in saying, oh
wow, okay, it's affecting some part of me. But I still didn't think Merrimack was going to
be closed. I was like, okay, conference is canceled, so I got on to cancel my hotel
booking, my flight booking and all of that stuff, that's what I got caught up on but didn't
process anything further.

PK: Right okay when was that around like oh sorry around spring break, you said.

ST: It was March.



PK: Right okay.

PK: What do you think was going to happen from there?

ST: I honest to God did not process anything. I'm somebody who doesn't hit the panic
button, so I was like okay. But I was a little upset that my conference got canceled
because a colleague of mine and myself, we were supposed to present a paper there. I
was more worried about, oh come on! Like I needed to go present the paper, then I
said, okay, it's okay. I'll just hang in the house, but my son and myself, we both had the
same spring break, and this was first time we both coincided and I said, I guess I should
have made plans to go out with him, but we couldn't with my conference, so I never
processed beyond what I heard on that day. The day I had my conference being
cancelled.

PK: Alright.

PK: So just kind of a minor annoyance sort of at first just kind of something happening.

PK: Yeah.

PK: Okay. After that point was there a moment where the pandemic really became real
and could you describe it?

ST: The pandemic became real when we got the email from school saying, “Hey listen
we're going to extend our spring break one more week. We're going to go remote.” We
had to–the faculty had to really change our mode, so we had to learn how to Zoom. We
had to learn how to do this and how to do that and teaching over Zoom was, I thought,
beyond reach.



Right, I was like, oh, my God, how am I going to read everybody's facial expressions
and figure out who's struggling, who's not struggling? I was more caught up on trying to
reach my students versus a major impact of my life–what's going to happen.

And then we went to the grocery store. That was a surreal experience for me, because I
was like, what's going on here? Why are the shelves empty? Are we in the middle of
something like a science fiction movie that we're watching? And even then–thank
God–none of anybody at home–we don't panic that easy, I guess, so none of us said,
oh my God, we have to buy this, we have to buy that, so we didn't  buy anything in bulk,
we didn't stock up anything. We just went with the flow, but it was like, okay, we have
come back home now let's quickly go take a shower shut everything, run the washing
cycle immediately. That was the only panic–amount of panic we had when we came
back, and that also lasted only two weeks.

PK: You know, definitely a very much wiser thing to do than a lot of people ended up
doing.

So it was in March, that the first lockdown started happening in Massachusetts so what
was that lockdown like for you and sort of what was the hardest part.

ST: The hardest part for me was not being able to be with other people. Like of course I
have my husband and my child that I have at home, thank God. I wasn’t alone by
myself. I enjoy teaching Sunday school–I teach six year olds. And then I come to
college and I teach, you know, young adults–the way I put it, so I had a good balance
that goes on both ways. So for me not to be able to be in person with both age groups,
it definitely had an impact on me. Other than that, it wasn't–I didn't think it was the end
of the world, I didn't think anything was happening because we don't eat out much
because I’m a vegetarian, so things being closed or restricted didn't bother us and we
don't go watch to watch movies, or something like that so anything closed or canceled
didn't affect our family that much.

PK: Yeah that's–that's definitely, you know, not something a lot of people could say but
that's that's good that at least it wasn't difficult in that regard, but–was the Sunday
school still going on? I'm curious about that, did they go remote or–?

ST: We went remote, we went Zoom everywhere. But again, we have a six year old
either completely hyper bouncing off the walls or completely sleepy saying I'm



desperately trying to wake up. So we had both ends of the spectrum. So we couldn’t get
up, say, “Hey can you get up and shake it off? Or–” Because when we did it in person,
when we have this different energy we say, “Okay let's get up, move around”--we used
to do all of that, but now when somebody gets up and moves the kid just disappears.
Right? They’re six year olds, and trying to get them back and being engaged was
difficult. And I would say that's the biggest part that's got corrected in my life.

PK: Yeah I can definitely imagine that you know the way this could definitely affect
children a lot, and you know, since you were teaching younger folks that it was definitely
a lot more difficult, having to do it over the computer.

Were there any positives from this–from the lockdown–would you say?

ST: I would think, at least from my group of people that I'm associated with, a lot of us, I
do a lot of volunteer work in person–that was another area that got affected actually
and–sorry to have to go back. That was a part, I was having difficulty to deal with. I
couldn't go in person to cook and you know serve in a shelter that I typically go because
they closed down and they said they're just giving bagged food. So, but positive, the
effect was–a lot of our friends started thinking about, how can I help? And pausing and
reflecting and saying, can I spread my [stretch?] further? Happened to a lot more people
during that time, which I thought was fantastic. And I don't know in my entire lifetime I
don't think I've ever seen a pandemic that’s affected the entire universe–it was always
like SARS in Africa or this and this, so it was all like this bits and pieces of information
that you would typically read. But it didn't affect everybody universally everywhere, so
this was the first time I’ve seen–if I were to say COVID if I traveled all over the world,
everybody knows exactly what I'm talking about. They wouldn’t–one way or the
other–[unclear]. So I think everybody thought about this as a global thing versus a news
clip that they read probably on the BBC website or other websites so I thought global
thought process probably was encouraged more in COVID-19 times.

PK: A lot more awareness you think? Is that–

ST: Yeah.

PK: And it also–like you said–brings out some of the best of people, even in–even in the
worst of times.

ST: Yes.



PK: Can you describe the mid–sorry–mid-semester transition in March 2020? What was
that like

ST: When I heard about transitioning completely online for a person like myself I don't
do online teaching, because I feel like my strength comes in reading my students’ body
language–that's my strength. Anybody can teach math skills, I would think, but trying to
pick on these things and reach out and say, “Hey, I see you're not okay. What's the
question?” I feel that's my strength, not being in a room with them, I thought I was going
to fail miserably so that was my panic button. And then I said, okay, I need to calm
down. I joined my temple meditation classes. I did meditation every day for three weeks,
just to get myself grounded, and I think–I think it did went well. From my students'
evaluations, they said, “We didn't find any difference.” So that was my biggest
achievement, but I definitely had a huge panic button push because of that.

PK: Yeah that's definitely understandable but it's good that it worked out at least initially,
for sure. Do you remember the first time you wore a mask?

ST: The first time I wore a mask was when I went to Market Basket. I said we don't go
out much, it's typically grocery shopping, so we went to Market Basket and we had to
wear masks–not only that we had to wait in line to get into the store. That was like, “My,
what's happening here?” It’s March, it's cold and I'm not a person who likes cold. So it
was–it didn't bother me, but the weather and coming to wait outside was like–I am not
doing this. So, but we stick to our lists and I would say, the first time ever, I said, “We
need a bag of this, maybe we should buy two bags so that I don't have to come to
grocery store the next week.” Like can come probably the week after. We don't buy too
much packaged food but whatever we needed–we needed a bag of sugar, we said, oay
let's buy two bags versus one so that we can kind of like slow the process of coming
back to the store, because just because the fact I don't like being in the cold. But
wearing the mask per se didn't bother me. But the mask part of it–question me–when
we went back in the fall in person back to Merrimack. I taught in person, starting the fall
of the first year and I was like, I'm going to wear a mask and I'm going to have four
hours of continuous classes. Would I be able to speak inside the mask comfortably?
Would I kind of feel suffocated? Would my students hear me well? So that brought in a
lot of questions, so I went in with a colleague of mine, and I did a mock ten-,
fifteen-minutes lecture saying, “Can you hear me sitting in different parts of the class
with my mask on?” Because we had to have a mask on and we had to have a plastic
glass, in front of us.  So, other than that I didn't worry about wearing a mask.



PK: Yeah that's that's good, especially since now it's a–it's a required thing around
campus and probably helped a little bit with the cold, I can imagine.

ST: I remember last year, a lot less people got the sniffles because we've been all
masked.

PK: Yeah yeah.

PK: Now they're afraid that it might come back pretty strong but–

PK: Hopefully that doesn't happen–fingers crossed. So, in the summer things started to
reopen a little bit–the reopening plan started to kind of unfold. Was there anything you
were excited about that was going to open back up?

ST: Not really. As I said it's so weird like–we don't eat out, we don't go to movie theaters.
Nobody drinks in the house, so we didn’t go to the bar or anything. No because–we had
some friends that [said], “Oh, finally, the restaurant business–the bars are opening.” So
we have a friend of ours, he worked as a bartender and he couldn’t go to work for a little
over a year, so obviously people's livelihoods were affected. But we don't go out–so I
don't want to call us antisocial–but, different ways–so it didn’t affect our lifestyle at all.
So I wasn't excited about anything but I was definitely excited thinking my Sunday
school might open up in the fall face to face, but it didn't happen.

PK: Now that's, that's something a little bit more important to be excited about, then you
know, restaurants and all that.

ST: I don't downplay restaurants being open. It’s–I guess what what–how people define
what brings happiness to them. Right?



PK: Right, education is important, though, very important.

Where was I here? Okay. Was there a point where you felt that there was–things are
starting to get back to normal, and can you describe what that was like?

ST: I would describe things were getting back to normal when I heard that people could
travel back home to my country, India–I'm from India. Because when COVID hit, we had
some friends of ours who had come from India, worked here for a certain amount of
time and they had to leave and they couldn't get flights out of US to go back to India. So
they had kids and there was talk, and they’re like–”We don't know when the next plane
is going to be. Where is it going to leave from?”  So when that–all of that–it didn't affect
us but it affected people that I know. So I always felt bad for them so when things
opened up in that sense, I was much more relieved. Saying okay, if somebody’s parent
is sick, people couldn't go. I had my friends who lost parents during COVID time and
they could not go. And that's a sad place to be. And we were very lucky–nothing like
that happened in our house, but when things–when air travel opened up that definitely
brought a sense of normalcy. We still have to mask up and everything when we fly, but
at least, okay, if there's a need, I can get on the plane and go back home.

PK: Right right ,very sort of personal connection there as well.That’s really tragic,
though. It really shows how this was a very, very cruel time for a lot of people.

ST: So the anxiety level, at least for me was a little high on that–it's not a day to day life
for us, but it was always in the back of my mind saying if something happens to my
parents I can't go. So that's not a happy thought. Nobody should be in that place so I
had to keep telling my parents, “You folks have to be careful–something happens, I
cannot come to visit you folks so–” But as I said, my temple definitely kept me
grounded. The meditation part of it and trying to say I can't control everything sort of
coming to terms with that kept my anxiety attacks–I wasn't going crazy or like losing my
mind, but it's definitely an irritant that is on the back of your mind all the time.

PK: Right. What did you miss from pre-pandemic life, if anything?

ST: Definitely just seeing people without fear of like, oh, my God, are you going to give
me something? I see, I saw a lot more people even, our our own friends like, oh, I'm
going to have a party, but I'm not sure–you bring your own chair, keep ten feet away



from the other–everybody had that in the back of their mind, but they still wanted to
meet. So we were like, I'm okay. If you're going to come into my house, I'm okay,
because I get tested every week at work. But we didn't invite people over so if
somebody had the need that they needed the social connection and they picked up the
phone and say, “Can I come visit you?” we were open. But we didn't say, oh let's get
together for lunch and let's get together for dinner–we didn't do that–we were trying to
be responsible, because I thought a lot of people needed the human connection to feel
a sense of normalcy.

ST: So we were open if anybody reached out to us.

PK: So, like a small scale, still responsible sort of thing.

ST: It's not even small scale. It's like just one friend saying, “Hey, can I come over? I
really need to talk to somebody.” And it's not even–the entire family didn't come–or
sometimes the husband and the wife just came with no children. So we're like, “Okay,
we are open.” We–I get tested every week and my son was getting tested every week at
his school, so we knew two out of the three people at home were definitely negative
COVID and if ever we had to do something outside–like my husband had to run a can
drive for the scouting fundraiser–we were all masked, it was all outside, but we were in
the middle of 25 people. We’re like, okay, we did this. Two days later, let's all go get
tested. So we went and got tested outside. So we were very responsible about that, so
that we don't put anybody at risk. So we were open to meeting people if they had the
need for the human connection, but otherwise we were doing okay.

PK: Yeah that's that's good that you, you kept the door open because a lot of people
really needed that support.

So I guess that that sort of delves into the next question here, but–I'll see if you have
anything more on that–but it was how did you stay connected with people?

ST: Initially we did a few Zoom calls. And then–I don’t know for other people–very soon
it felt very fake to me. And I think that bothered me more than helped me. So I said I
can’t do this. But different people did different things during the pandemic and for some
reason I was connected with a lot, a lot of little groups so–one group did a lot of prayers
for the entire world COVID relief. So I signed up and whatever free time I had I said and
actually chant prayers and send my count to them, because we wanted to reach a



particular number of, you know, prayers that had been recited, so I did that masked and
we did our food drive at the temple. We didn't know how we were going to do–because
the temple was closed, so people could not come so we got innovative. We said, okay
let's have drop off points in different towns so nobody had to go into anybody's house.
We had boxes outside people's garages. So they would come and drop it off and so
only one person had to come and drop it off at the temple and three people who got
tested, we went, organized it, sent it to [unclear] house. So we kind of did things like
that. We were kind of connected, but not connected so physically we couldn't see but
we took up multiple projects so that kind of kept us busy.

PK: Kept busy, and also charitable work as well, so that's definitely yeah that's definitely
very good, especially, especially since the pandemic didn't seem to help with that at all.

ST: Yeah.

PK: Was there anything that had been routine for you, but then became strange or
maybe something strange that became routine.

ST: Going to my temple and sitting six feet apart. Because they had stickers on our
floor. We have to like–we typically sit on the floor and say our prayers–so we had X’s
marked on the floor, so you had to go sit in one of those X’s. So, I practice Hinduism.
It's, it's supposed to be an open-ended praying–you go any time of the day, whenever
the temple is open, you pray in your own way. It's not–a sermon is not given. For
somebody who practices an open-ended religion to go and say, I have to conform to
certain things, to sit and say my prayers in a certain way, it felt very, very strange.

So I–I shouldn't say I stopped going, but I didn't look forward to actually going there that
often because it felt really strange for me. And every day when we go and you know you
go pray at the end of it, they would give you some offerings from them so they said, “We
can’t give you anything.” Right? Because of COVID. See, all you have to do is–you can
go sit, say prayers, but you have to leave. All of that was very strange for me because I
grew up in–all these years, my routine was one way, and then when it changed it took
the comfort away from that.

PK: Very long lasting routine, very deeply embedded, I can imagine from that.



Oops, I just minimize–there we go.

So you can answer this one, if you feel like–if it's relevant or if you're comfortable with
it–which is, were you or anyone close to you affected by the virus?

ST: We had a–I shouldn't say few friends–we had, we really knew more than a few
people in the US, who were–who tested positive. But they lived a lot farther away from
us so, and they didn't need anything from us–kind of stuff–and luckily everybody that we
know of did get better and come back home. Some of them had to be in the ICU, there
was somebody who had to be on the ventilator longer, so we did hear about all of that,
and all we could do is stay home and say prayers for them. And back home we had
somebody from our temple whose parent passed away because of COVID, so that was
kind of hard for us because you can’t do anything from here. So we did know, but we
didn't have anybody in the family either here or back home who got infected by COVID.

PK: That must have been–that must be relieving, but I can definitely imagine how
someone you knew from the temple–that really hits home.

ST: Yeah and even then back home, just because you don't hear somebody say doesn't
mean they're not positive because there's not rigorous testing that goes on over there.

PK: Right. Was there a point where you started to feel like things were starting to get
better? That there was like a light at the end of the tunnel per se.

ST: When they said the vaccination is there, it's going to start coming and they
[phased?] out saying–65 or 80 and above, I don't remember how it happened, but it's
like different dates were released. I don't question so much about, is this right or wrong?
And things like that. I said, if it's for the greater good, you know, so and
everybody in our family felt the same way, so we didn't have to argue about it with
anybody in the house. We said it's not just about us, right? So it's for everybody, so we
have to do whatever everybody has to be doing, and we all got vaccinated when we all
got eligible. Also that's when–I’m not sure whether, about the protection–is it really doing
that? I don't know but it definitely feels, okay, I did what I'm supposed to do.



PK: Right right that's definitely–that’s helpful for everyone, of course, and it seems that
it's made things a little bit better so–yeah I think we're I think we're getting to that point,
so hopefully the pattern keeps the good pattern keeps up.

So what sort of factored into your decision to teach in person in–you know, when it
came back around?

ST: It was just like from March to May was the only time I was remote because
everybody was remote at Merrimack and that summer it was all remote and the moment
they said, look we're going to give you an option, I jumped at it and I said I'm coming in.
And I think the factor that really made the decision easier was they said you're going to
get tested every week. If the testing was not on campus, then I would have actually had
to have a long discussion with everybody in the house because then the responsibility
was me–on me as an individual to go get tested and, am I okay? Am I bringing it home
to my loved ones? Am I risking everybody because I want to be with other people? So
that would have actually come into play, but since they said we're getting tested on
campus, I said this is a fantastic thing. I didn't have to think twice about it and there was
no discussion. I made a decision and my husband and my child respected it and they
said, “Yep, this is what you have to do, this is what you have to do.”

PK: That’s good the school provided for that.

ST: Very, very thankful to Merrimack for that.

PK: That's definitely very, very good to hear something very important.

ST: Mm-hmm.

PK: Were there specific things that you had to change for your courses?

ST: I would think that I had to be more aware of–when I came with my hybrid classes–to
be more aware saying there are people within my iPad, right? So I had a class,
especially the fall–the first fall we went hybrid–I would say, I had about 75% and 25%.



75% of my students were in class and 25% of my students were on Zoom. So how do I
keep them engaged? And I had the blessing of teaching 8am classes. [laughter] So I
had my students saying I'm going to roll out of bed at 7:59 and just going to click a
button, right? Am I just going to say, I’m glad you're there or am I–how am I going to
keep them really engaged? Was a question that I had to ask. So had to go back and
forth, and then had to ask to have everybody's cameras on and I had to respect their
privacy and I said, you know what? It doesn't matter. You put in a virtual background.

Right, if you put in a virtual background, I can't see anything–who's in your room, are
you sharing your space with somebody–nothing I would–I am aware of. But I would
know that you're awake, you're participating, you're engaging.

And the other part of it is like, let's say you're on Zoom–you’re in my class and you
asked a question, I had to be constantly aware that my students in class cannot hear
what you're saying. So I just couldn't right out go and answer your question, so I had to
repeat the question of the students who were in Zoom were asking so that was–I had to
be constantly aware of that part, but other than that things went okay. I trusted my
students to stick to their integrity code.

So, we did have instances where we had to have conversations, but my exams had to
be online, my tests had to be online just so that it was a level playing field. Because I
can't proctor my class this way and then proctor people on the Zoom this way, so I said
it would help if everybody goes on Zoom. And then I didn't go on to campus that day–I
just stayed home and I had like little stamp sized pictures of everybody taking an exam.
Because I typically have a conversation with my students during an exam, if they
are–tend to panic, if they get anxious, they could have a conversation with me. So I
didn't make my exams asynchronous, it was synchronous–everybody had to Zoom in
but they could ask me questions over chat.

So for the students, they felt like they didn't miss a beat; they could still have all of this.
So, but for me correcting the papers was something that I had to have a learning curve.
Now everybody uploaded the work. Is this in the proper format? Is this–can I correct
them comfortably or do I have to convert the format? It's all–that was a learning curve,
but I kept telling my students, “Be patient. I have to be patient with you folks. You have
to be patient with me.” So it's a two way street, and they were definitely, definitely
working with that in mind, especially when we went remote in mid March.

PK: Right that's good that you managed to keep things fair and even with the new
format because that's something that a lot of people really struggled with with classes
being unfairly difficult or you know sort of different with the routine–the sorry, hybrid.

ST: Yeah and I the hybrid part–when we went in the fall, I have to own up and say this, it
made life difficult for me as a faculty with the students who were online. We had to make
an extra effort to know each other. Right, you come into class and if my class starts at



eight and you zoom in at eight I would say, “Good morning, Patrick.” And you'll say,
“Hey Sujatha.” That's it, right? And the class starts and when we break off and our last
questions, I’m like, “Is everybody okay online? Can I answer your questions?” But apart
from that I didn't get to know them as a person.

So I had to keep inviting them into my office hours. I mean, “Come on people, can you
please come in, can we have a conversation?” But what I tried to do was, I called all my
remote students for a meeting before the semester started and I said, “You don't need
to tell me why you decided to be remote, but can you tell me how I can help you in this
journey? What would be easier on you? What's this?” So I took in a lot of input, I was
glad that students opened up and had that conversation with me. Because if they didn't
show me the pathway, I wouldn't know what would have helped them.

PK: Right, that–oh sorry, did you–

ST: No, I just [crosstalk] input.

PK: Okay yeah I was just going to you know say again that that's you know very
important part of–thing of being an educator is that rapport and that sort of two way
communication. You can’t have a good education experience without that. Well both
factors. Did you have any concerns about teaching in person?

ST: Absolutely not. The only concern I had was–fall of the first year we were told not to
walk around because we had the plexiglass because that was the first semester we
were coming back so there's a lot of learning we had to do as a community, so we
needed to keep everything safe. So I have a lot of work that students do independently
in class. After me introducing the material, and I would actually walk around and have a
look at their work, and I'm, “Oh, this is what you're missing. Be careful. Or write this
way–” I would actually give a lot of feedback on what they wrote from their notebook or
whatever, and I could not do that. Even the graphing calculator usage, some of my
students like, “My calculator is not giving me the answer,” so and I’m like, “Can you tell
me what you see in your screen here? Like what do you mean?” I'm like, “I can’t come
up to your–” because I really didn't need–wanted to break that rule. And then, after a
point, be like, “You know what? I can't explain what's in this.” So they would pass it to
me. And I would see what's happening and try to have a conversation and then wipe it
out and then pass it back to them, so the fall was kind of a little bit difficult and we were
getting tested once a week, so I really–everybody played it safe. But when we came into
spring we got tested twice a week and then we had a little bit more freedom to kind of
walk, but still be just six feet apart. I can at least kind of see standing six feet apart,



saying, “Oh, can you press that button, can you press this button? You'll be okay.” So
that was more of a concern for me that I had to be behind a wall per se so that personal
touch was lacking. And to overcome that in multiple different ways was–I wouldn't say
anxiety inducing, but it was constantly on the back of my mind, saying how are we going
to do this? How are we going to do that?  But we went two semesters with no days off.
From the beginning of the term to the end of the term we went with no–when I say no
days off it's like weekends were off–but other than that.

So I felt constantly, we were online. Because all my assessments were uploaded online,
right? All the paperwork that my students did. Whether it's a test work or a quiz work,
everything was on Blackboard. So I was constantly looking at a screen correcting
papers getting my class work done, and when I go to class I had to write on Zoom–so
sorry on my iPad to actually make it look like I'm writing on a whiteboard and projecting
that so I was looking forward to being device free.

PK: So a lot of very impersonal sort of issues like yeah.

ST: Yeah.

PK: Were there any particular difficulties about teaching on campus during the
pandemic?

ST: No, actually teaching during the pandemic, I think, got us closer as a community. It
might sound strange but I typically carry my own lunch box and everybody ate in their
little room, ten minutes here, twenty minutes there kind of stuff, but when the pandemic
hit, Merrimack said the faculty and the staff can go to our dining places and have food
there. So then what we decided to do was–at least in my department, the math
department–we decided we will kind of work it out before the term begins, seeing who
can have lunch with whom. And I think it's definitely helped us, because we have that
sense of community. We spend time. We’re, like, “Oh my God I'm having this issue with
this online way of delivering either their lesson or online handling of a student issue,”
and then my, our colleagues would tell us their thoughts on it, so– idea exchanges were
happening during lunch breaks. It kind of brought us together as a community, but I
definitely miss going to the Rogers Center to see plays or musicals or music in
person–that's definitely something I miss at Merrimack. And not–I’m not a huge sports
fan so I’m not saying anything about the sports, but definitely going to the arts center I
miss because we live in town and once in a while I buy tickets and that's our family
night. We would go and watch the art together and I missed that terribly.



PK: Right and hopefully that comes back soon–I see, they have some stuff you know
displays up in there, so hopefully they get back into the live performances soon.

Were there any particular moments of frustration that you remember from teaching
during this pandemic?

ST: There were many, many, many moments of frustration that I–during during the
pandemic. There were lots of things. And I'm not saying that in a way to complain. A lot
of thought processes went to what the students’ needs are. And–kept hearing, students
are anxious. Students are this. Students are that. But it wasn't thought about saying,
“Hey, you know, I know exactly what you're going through.” For a person like me, I think
it was always in the back of my mind weighing–if something happens to my parents, I
can’t go. Right and we were hearing–that's news very often from different parts. And
that was anxiety inducing, though we had it in check in our house. Right it's just that little
piece would just put you over the edge, if you know what I mean, but we were
[crosstalk] and trying to handle students who wouldn’t turn the cameras on. Unless I had
to put my foot down, I’m like, “If you don't have your camera on, I'm going to sign you
out for my class.” So I came off as somebody who did not understand, but no that's not
where it came from. It came from–you need to be engaged, otherwise you're not
actually having this learning process happen.

So, and trying to correct a lot of stuff online was definitely taxing and one thing it helped
and one thing it didn't help, I would say is I have a high school aged child. It helped
because I didn't have to worry about is he Zooming in on time? Is he managing his stuff
on time? I didn't have to worry about it, but also at the same time, just because I didn't
have to worry about it, yeah he got zero attention from us. So I don't know how much
we helped him–that teenage molding. Though he was good. He made meals and he
kind of like took care of himself and managed his school work because we had to work
a lot more hours. I had students who would Zoom in at 9pm because my students
thought I was available twenty four-seven, right? And I didn't didn't want to say no.
That's the thing–I didn't even know people could see I was online. Like I remember a
day I was sitting and correcting my papers and I get this message pop on my iPad. “You
got a Zoom invite.” I was like, what's happening? Did I forget something? And I press
accept and I had a student, like, “What's happening?” She's like, “Oh, I saw you were
online and I was working on my homework and I need help.” I'm like, “Can you not do
this, next time, please?”  But I had to–but I didn't say no. I did help my–help the
students. So I felt like we were on like twenty four-seven because people knew we
could get online. Expectations of you doing work all around the clock was there. That
was like a little too much to handle.



PK: Right. That's definitely very bizarre there-I didn't even know that was something that
that could happen.

ST: I don't know.

PK: I can't imagine that, like I guess calendars aren't a thing anymore.

ST: I don't know and then like trying to do Zoom office hours was always challenging.
Back in my office room, I would go, “Okay, what do you have? Duh, duh, duh, duh, duh.
What do you have?” Now if somebody will ask the question, I'm like, “Okay you screen
share,” but then everybody in the Zoom would see the screen share, right? And I
can't–like I tried taking them into a breakout room and Zoom said, “Hey, I can’t handle
you go into a breakout room forty different times during the two hours slot,” because we
would go back and forth. It would kick me out and I come back, send an email to
everybody saying, “Hey I'm here. You guys can come back.” So the Zoom office hours
were weird. Though I taught in person, all my office hours have to be on Zoom. We
couldn't meet anybody on campus so I definitely welcomed that this semester.

PK: Right right that definitely sounds like a very strong frustration there.

Were there any moments, though, during this–the opposite of frustration–did things
work at all? Did things really kind of come together and click?

ST: I could draw beautiful pictures for my math class. [laughter] I teach pre-calc and I
struggle drawing circles and a beautiful triangle. I always tell my students, “You're all
very forgiving. You're all going to look at that picture and think it's symmetrical. Right?” I
could never draw symmetrical pictures, but now I can draw these beautiful pictures on
Notability. So I had the best pictures drawn. And I took pride and I’m like, “Hey, look at
my circle! It looks like a perfect circle there.”

PK: Learning new skills because of this. That’s always good.



ST: Yeah.

PK: So at any point during this did you consider–did you consider switching back to only
online at all?

ST: Never.

PK: I should have figured yeah. That was all there was for that question, I think, from
what you said before, no desire.

ST: No absolutely no desire. It did not even cross my mind. Actually, in fact, it was the
other way around, I kept praying and saying–I told my students, “do not do anything
stupid, so that we have to go fully remote.” [laughter]

PK: Right right.  So overall how did teaching during the pandemic affect your
relationship with your students?

ST: I felt the last one year when I had in person and my hybrid, I don't think I built strong
ties with my students, not because they didn't learn or anything–the Community building
happens during my office hours more so, right? Because they come together, I'm like,
“Oh you're all in pre-calc, you can all work together. You're all in this class, you can work
together.” And then they would learn from each other and there would be laughter and
people will share random things, so you would get to know somebody a little bit more,
and things like that.

The moment you're online for anything people just share what's required. They’re like,
“I'm here, you asked me a question, I answered the question. Goodbye.” And then click
a button. So the–I still feel–I probably remember my students five years ago, who took
classes from me, versus more of who took classes from me last year.

Not to mention I–it’s not that I don't know anyone–it's the fact that I didn't know them
that well. Like I would know their interests and what bothers them or something like that.
But I tried building that sense of community through journal writing, which I've never
done before. So my students had to write a journal every week in Blackboard and I
asked three questions and it had not–I shouldn't say nothing to do with math–very
rarely, like probably 5% of the time, it had to do with my class–my particular class in
math–other than that it was all about your emotional well being on campus or about
their life so that kind of opened up a window a tiny bit, it cracked a window a tiny bit. But
students didn’t pretty much go back and read my comments and write comments on it,



so it wasn't a two-way thing happening continuously. They would answer–it was three
questions every week. And it would be anything like: what made you smile? What were
you grateful for this week? Did you do anything for somebody this week? Kind of stuff.
So they had to think about it, and they write and then when I comment on that, I didn't
have very many students who would actually continue the conversation on the journal.
They would just stop there. It's very different than in person, right? If you say something,
and if I have to say something you would build on it, go on for at least five minutes and
that's the opportunity I kind of missed, building that community with my students.

PK: Right, even though small questions, though, can definitely show that you know
someone's looking out for them, or, you know, trying to get to know them, so that's that's
very important, especially for any educator, especially during these times.

ST: Yeah.

PK: How did you maintain a work-life balance?

ST: There was no work life balance, it was work. Yeah, it was crazy. That's
why–because of the fact that we–constantly we were online, not having a day off, and
this is the first time in the past twelve years I've taken a break from my Sunday school
teaching and there's a lot of guilt associated with it–I told them–it's on Zoom because
they are little kids they can’t be vaccinated–I teach six year olds. And it's the first time I
said I am not going to go on that Zoom to teach them. So it was very taxing and we
were constantly being on a screen.

PK: Right right. And especially again like you said, with the six year olds that can be
very difficult. If they just kind of get up and walk away from their computer there's
nothing you can do. So has the pandemic changed just your teaching like at a more
fundamental level?

ST: I wouldn't say teaching per se, but I always ask general questions getting to know
my students but I now ask a little bit more on the emotional health questions and I don't
feel like I'm prying–I feel like I’m just kind of gauging–is this person okay? And I
continue to tell my students it's coming from a judgment free zone. Because I feel like
the more people ask, they're like, why is everyone asking this question? They get to be
defensive. Versus you know what? I'm going to try and tell them, maybe they can help
me. Maybe if somebody’s just listening to what I think, the perception of what I'm going
through, somebody can give me clarity. So I just want to give that comfort so I ask them,
“Are you doing okay? Are you happy? Is there something we can do?” I kind of tend to



ask that question a little bit more so fundamentally I would think that's the only thing but
that's more of a human shift, than my course design shift.

PK: That's still an important piece of like the whole teaching philosophy concept,
though. It's not all just about the content. So, I can see how the pandemic would make
people, you know, kind of more sensitive to that sort of mental health aspect of things
rather than just scholarship.

ST: I just want to add this. Merrimack had, it was like a COVID-19 prayer–multi-religion
prayer meeting. I don’t know exactly what the topic heading or whatever–that was, that
was the thing behind it. Father Ray had put it together, and I really want to bring that up
and say is–it was–I think the one year anniversary, so we had prayer read from every
religion and there was this student who came up and she shared about the fact that at
one point both her parents had COVID, right? And she was getting calls from the
hospital saying–asking her–do her parents have a living will? Right, and hearing that
was a huge shock for me. Mostly students don't come out and say, “Hey, I'm going
through this or I’m going through that.” This particular student was not in my class–I just
kind of want to say that. But it always– if somebody doesn't do something, I don’t ask
why you didn't do your homework, I go up and say, “What's happening with your
homework?” Just changing my question. Because I always feel, oh, my God. What if
this particular student was that student, right? So that was–that really, really hit home for
me and I was very thankful that student was brave enough to come and share that in a
public forum where it was–invited, the entire Merrimack community was invited to attend
that–and I think if we had more of those things–it's good for people to understand where
everybody's coming from. So my students this semester, I had one of those moments
when they are like–your test scores are not where they’re supposed to be and I'm like,
look I have office hours. I have this, I have that. Why is nobody reaching out to me?
And they didn't have a conversation. Then I said, you know what? I'm going to put my
human self in front of people. And I said, “All of this stuff is happening–like my
grandmother passed away this semester”--not because of COVID or anything, but–so I
said, “All of this goes on, right? And it does kick up a whole bunch of emotions, but we
all need to learn how to navigate that. So I have my system in place. If you don't have a
system in place and you're going through something, talk to me. Maybe I can point out
someplace where you can go get the help.” I'm not equipped probably to help anybody,
but at least I can say “hey” or I can just listen. But I had to put my human self out there.
I'm hoping that made them–probably still curse me because I give too many quizzes
and tests–but, hey, she's a human, okay. You know I think trying to put our humanness
out and putting a vulnerability out there is an important task of a learning community, is
what I think.

PK: Yep that's definitely a very important point to make, and I hope everything went well
for that student with the parents in the hospital, I hope.



ST: Yeah, yes. So that's that's the thing, right? So when she–and the worst part of this
like she said she had younger siblings and she was the oldest. So they were asking her
about–is she going to get the parental rights? Or is someone–and you’re in school
further away and you're trying to navigate your courses and think about all of
this–cannot be an easy place for her and, luckily, she said, I think they might have been
on a ventilator or something, but when when this meeting was happening everybody
was okay, and everything was okay.

PK: Okay, alright, that's definitely a relief. Good happy ending there for that story.

So what is a memory, you have a pandemic that really stands out to you as memorable,
if you'd like to share it? Anything particularly low or high? Or both?

ST: I would think–well it's just surviving it is our high point because I don't take this
lightly. Right, so I feel like, however we coped–we all have our different coping
mechanisms–as long as when I see anybody trying to handle anything that's different,
and it could be as simple as having a mask on and staying in line patiently, right? And if
everybody's calm I feel like kudos to all of us and I include myself there. Because we're
not losing it. We're like, okay, we're just trying to get through it. And if we all got through
this without losing who we are, that's our strong point. And I'd read how people treat
people during this pandemic–that's my low point of humanity that I can actually have
examples of. Right, and I really have to say I have not witnessed it firsthand, thanks to
my lucky stars. But I'm sure if I witness it, that's going to be a really sad day for me,
saying, “What's earth coming to? What are you all coming down to, treating each other
this way?” So that'll be my low point, but when I read it–just reading it is a low point of
the pandemic for me.

PK: Yeah, no, that's all sorts of terrible things as a result–that aren't just infections and
fatalities.

ST: Yeah those things we can't control because the virus we can’t control, but I think we
can control our behavior.

PK: Exactly, yep.

ST: React, I’m saying–I’m going to go on a Sunday school spiel–don't react, respond to
things right? They always all say the “R” is important, which “R” do we pick? Are we
going to react to this or are we going to respond to that? Right? So I feel like, people
who got out responding we definitely have grown as a person, for sure. That goes for
like everybody else who has gotten through this without losing ourselves.



PK: Right. So I guess that brings me to the final question here. How have you changed
throughout the pandemic? What have you learned? Any new lessons? Maybe any
advice or just more generally–like I guess–since this is going to be preserved, this is
sort of like its own artifact in and of itself, this document–what do you want people in the
future to know about this? Anything you want to say.

ST: I definitely want to say–hopefully, hopefully, nothing like this happens again, right?
But if it happens, spending alone time with yourself is the most important thing, is the
most scary thing, right? But spending more time with yourself and reflecting a little bit
saying, okay, this has happened. What is that I can control and what is that I can’t
control about this? And at least when I did that I knew I couldn't control the virus, right?
I’m so low on the totem pole. I’m not even in the healthcare industry to say I'm going to
go work out there and come up with a vaccine. Then, that I could have controlled, but
I'm not in the healthcare industry so I'm like, okay, I can’t control the virus. What is that I
can control? Make sure I don't go out, do irresponsible things, and see how I can help.
So if everybody does that part and everybody do–your part is different for everybody,
right–so we can definitely make the place, the world a better place, a beautiful place
and I just want to tell people don't be scared. I saw a few of my friends be just so scared
they lost track of what's more important in life.

PK: Right.

ST: When I said we left the door open in our house, when somebody picked up the
phone and said, “Can I visit?” we knew they were desperate. The door was open. We
didn't say, “Oh my God, are you going to do this? Are you going to do that?”

There was just once that I had my friend's daughter who wanted to come and spend the
night. I’m like, “Can you please do me a favor? Can you get tested if you haven't gotten
tested in the last one week? That's it.” And then stay with us for however long because
acknowledging the needs–that people needed human contact and how can we navigate
that in the most human way was more important.

PK: Yeah that's definitely a good thing to say, to kind of wrap it all together. You know,
be–don't be afraid, don't panic, but also be wise. That’s a good way of putting it and
definitely some very important advice for the future given the way things have gone.

ST: And don't buy things that you don't need! [laughter]

PK: Exactly, exactly. But yeah I think that yeah–that was just about an hour–that got
everything. You answered all the questions, so I want to thank you again for taking the
time to do this and you know all the things to set it up and this is very important, not just
as a project but also just for posterity as well, so.




