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Fairfax County, VA – As I was taking my daily walk recently in our neighborhood, I was pleased to see young children playing outside – until I realized that it was a school day.   Those children were supposed to be “in school” receiving remote learning via their computers.  There was not a lot of academic learning going on, at least in that yard.
Remote learning for the vast majority of American school children during this ongoing COVID pandemic is a bust.  Some students do not bother to log on to their classes; others appear to be online, but are not at their computer, or are doing other activities during the class.  In most school districts students are not required to turn on the camera on their computer, so the teacher sees either a blank photo or some “placeholder” screen chosen by the student.  Almost all tests are open-book as there is no way for the teacher to determine what information the student is using when answering a question.  I have some level of certainty in these statements because I am currently teaching Physics to a class of seven students online via Zoom.

In my situation, I am able to demand that the students keep the camera on because the class is composed of home-schooled students.  Even so, one student refuses to turn on her camera (she alleges that the camera and mic are broken – I have discussed this with her father, but no change has occurred).  I have no way of determining what she is, or is not, doing during class.  In general, my seven students are highly motivated.  I also have been able to do several in-person labs (in a garage with open doors) with each of us in masks and practicing social distancing.  None of us have contracted COVID, and considerable learning has taken place, in spite of the suboptimal conditions compared to “normal” classroom teaching.  It would be far better if I were able to teach all classes in person, but the building were I normally teach is closed to all activity.  
Public school teachers providing lessons have far greater challenges.  Most have between 24-32 students in multiple classes and cannot have any in-person sessions with their students.  Often they have no idea what their students look like, and have few satisfactory means to assess their learning progress.  It is just not working well.
Many school districts have reported large increases in failing grades during the pandemic.  I am not certain how these grades were even determined unless they reflect that students have not logged on and have become “ghosts.”   Perhaps the students have not completed assignments which were supposed to be emailed to the teacher??  Assessment of performance and learning has been severely diminished.
One of my neighbors has four school-age children, all in public schools and ranging from a young 4th-grader who is “on the autistic spectrum” to a high-schooler taking an Advanced Placement Physics course.  During a typical class day, all four children are online on different computers;  their father who is also working online remotely. In order to make this work, the parents had to purchase additional internet capability for their home (the school system provided free laptops).   The father told me that his two high-schoolers are essentially on their own, and that the mother tries to assist her two grade-schoolers as best she can.  Neither of these parents work outside the home, so you can imagine the chaos and non-classwork which takes place in a less affluent household with a single parent who has to work away from home.  Basically, by not having children in the classroom, we are creating an even greater chasm between socio-economic groups because the poorer the family, and the younger the children, the greater the potential for significant damage.
I hold teachers who refuse to return to the classroom, and politicians who refuse to force them to return, personally responsible for this travesty.  By using the dangers of COVID as an excuse, they are condemning an entire generation of American youngsters to a dramatically increased level of ignorance.  We are now in the third semester of non-classes – a year and a half of remote “learning” with no indication of a return to classes in schools in the near future.  Many of these public school teachers and their unions are demanding that they will not return “until it is safe” – which translates to “until everyone has received  vaccination and all appropriate ‘PPE’ materials are in place.”  Bottom line:  no school until this coming fall at the earliest.

Here is my question for these teachers:  WHAT MAKES YOU SO SPECIAL?   How can you possibly look at the clerk at Walmart or your local supermarket where you have been shopping for the past year of COVID and not feel immense shame?   Millions of your fellow Americans have been willingly putting their lives at risk to provide services to you and your family – often while making far less money than you (all teachers have been receiving full pay).  WHAT MAKES YOU SO SPECIAL?????
As someone who spent nearly 30 years teaching in public schools, I am embarrassed by this incredibly harmful selfishness being exhibited with apparently little shame.     Put on a mask, have hand sanitizer on your desk, socially distance yourself from the class and TEACH!  

Local politicians who kowtow to these “teaching dodgers” are equally culpable and must also be held accountable.  I have spoken to several teachers who are willing to return to their classrooms now, but are being denied the opportunity by School Boards who are slaves to the whims of the teacher unions.  Open the schools immediately.  If some teachers choose not to participate, fire them.  I will be happy to return to my old classroom tomorrow to provide assistance until replacements are found.

One more time:  Teachers, WHAT MAKES YOU SO SPECIAL??

I thought you might like to know.
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