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The world is currently enduring the lasting e!ects of what appears to be a never ending 
COVID-19 pandemic. Millions of people have become infected with the virus, and over a 
million people have been killed by the disease. The world economy has been shuttered, and 
people are trying to adapt to the new normal of life.  

In the middle of all of this, the education industry has become detrimentally impacted. 48 
states closed school indefinitely in March 2020, millions of students had to adjust to 
changes over night, and schools across the country saw their enrollment numbers dwindle. 
In addition, educators have been thrust into the unknown, as  the nation argued to reopen 
schools, and had to re-imagine what school would like in the middle of a pandemic. 
Educators were not ready for this change, and many are now reporting high levels of 
anxiety, sadness, fear, and lost hope. Many educators have decided to leave teaching all 
together, and those who have decided to remain as educators, are faced with navigating an 
entire new classroom landscape. A new culture of education needs to be fostered, and 
educators are in the prime position to be the positive change the world needs.  

This paper explores the philosophies of deep work, and o!ers educators insight on how the 
concept of deep work is needed to be successful in their endeavors. Educator are going to 
have to limit distractions, focus on designing curriculum, and redevelop an entire school 
culture. Deep work, the ability to work undistracted and highly focused,  is the key to 
educators’ success in these unprecedented times. Students across America are now 
returning to school desperately need guidance from hyper focused educator.

https://covid19.who.int/
https://www.epi.org/publication/the-consequences-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-for-education-performance-and-equity-in-the-united-states-what-can-we-learn-from-pre-pandemic-research-to-inform-relief-recovery-and-rebuilding/
http://www.apple.com
https://thejournal.com/articles/2020/06/02/survey-teachers-feeling-stressed-anxious-overwhelmed-and-capable.aspx
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/09/01/teacher-morale-and-student-enrollment-declining-under.html
https://www.calnewport.com/books/deep-work/


It’s 2020, and America has been thrust into a never 

ending coronavirus pandemic. COVID-19 has created 

an ever changing  landscape. As the world attempts to 

re-imagine everyday practices, the debate on 

reopening schools intensified. Schools are 

reinventing themselves, and educator and students 

are navigating an unprecedented, unfamiliar, and 

caustic world. 

 Synchronous  and asynchronous learning, paired 

with hybrid and remote learning models, social 

distancing, masks, and sanitation are additional new 

expectations of America’s already overworked 

educators. The classroom’s “new normal” is negatively 

impacting educators’ health, morale and general well 

being. Educators across the country are experiencing 

burnout at alarming rates. 

 In an EdWeek Research Center survey, 32% of 

surveyed educator and district leaders indicate 

educators morale is lower than March 2020, and 32% 

of educators are also exploring options of leaving the 

classroom by the end of the school year. In addition, 

educators’ health are severely at risk.  Across the 

country, many educators are above the age of 45, and 

are 50% more likely to be at risk of complications 

associated with COVID-19. As of September 2020, In 

Massachusetts, there have been 57 positive cases 

from sta! members in schools, and there have been 

106 cases amongst students. 

 Educators are not alone. Students’ wellbeing is 

also being jeopardized.  Engagement is rapidly 

decreasing, students’ social and emotional needs are 

increasing, student services and special education are 

becoming inconsistent,  absenteeism is increasingly 

becoming concerning, and the achievement gap is 

becoming insurmountable, as students could lose 

more than 52% of learning time through remote 

learning models. The education system was not 

designed to withstand such interruption. 

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/interactive-timeline
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/much-school-reopening-debate-ignoring/?agreed=1
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/09/01/teacher-morale-and-student-enrollment-declining-under.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/09/01/teacher-morale-and-student-enrollment-declining-under.html
https://thejournal.com/articles/2020/06/02/survey-teachers-feeling-stressed-anxious-overwhelmed-and-capable.aspx
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/09/01/teacher-morale-and-student-enrollment-declining-under.html
https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/M20-5413
http://www.doe.mass.edu/covid19/positive-cases/
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https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/helping-students-and-educators-recover-covid-19-trauma
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2020/05/27/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-student-achievement-and-what-it-may-mean-for-educators/
https://edworkingpapers.com/ai19-125
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/covid-19-and-student-learning-in-the-united-states-the-hurt-could-last-a-lifetime




It’s up to today’s educators to solve many of the education problems faced by COVID-19. While 

educators cannot solve every problem, educators can control the issues that may arise from 

their student learning experience within their physical and digital learning spaces. Navigating 

this unprecedented time is going to demand educators to employ their deepest focus. While 

balancing online and in person learning,  it’s crucial for educators to embrace a deep work 

mindset. 

 Cal Newport, a Georgetown computer science professor, has extensively researched the 

concept of deep work. Newport, has spent a lifetime exploring the practices of  the world’s 

greatest thinkers and visionaries, and dissects what mindset elevates the end products of their 

labor. He looks at Carl Jung, who locked himself in a remote retreat to capitalize on his 

distraction free atmosphere. He also looks at Jack Dorsey, CEO of Twitter, who uses chaos and 

serendipitous collaboration as a tool for his success. Despite their di!erent approaches, both 

use deep work to solve di"cult challenges, master new concepts quickly, and produce at an 

elite level. Newport argues that Deep Work is focused on working smarter, and not harder. He 

stresses deep work is rare, valuable, and meaningful. 

Newport creates an image of deep work as “Professional activities 

performed in a state of distraction-free concentration that push your 

cognitive capabilities to their limit.”  

In order to foster deep work, Newport indicates that people need to: 

• Create and operate in a productive space 

• Eliminate distractions 

• Ritualize a routine 

• Focus on the wildly important 

• Act on lead measures 

• Embrace accountability 

• Celebrate downtime 

  

http://people.cs.georgetown.edu/~cnewport/
https://www.calnewport.com/books/deep-work/


Engaging in deep work is essential for today’s education 

professional. Educators are performing in unprecedented 

times, and full attention is needed for educators to be 

successful in a pandemic classroom. The “new normal” 

classroom of 2020 is full of new challenges, new 

technology, new district demands, new curriculum, new 

safety protocols, and new demands from students, it’s 

easy for educators to feel like they are drowning in a 

deluge of uncertainty.  

 By employing a deep work mindset, Educators will be 

able to turn the tides, and make the 2020 school year 

into a successful one. Educators will need to  divert  their 

undistracted focus into making the most of this school 

year.  The following are concepts of Cal Newport’s Deep 

Work translated to teaching in a pandemic classroom. 

Focus on the Child 
The most important aspect to the pandemic classroom is 

the children in front of an educator. No matter the 

medium, if students are in person, or remotely accessing 

the classroom, students need an educator more than ever 

before. Educators have always been the icon of stability 

for students . In these turbulent times, students are 

looking for educators to be the ones who inspire hope. 

 Educators need to employ a deep work philosophy to 

develop and nurture positive relationships with students. 

Educators will need to devote considerable time to this 

aspect of pandemic teaching. By ritualizing and regularly 

scheduling activities that nurture  positive relationships, 

educators can ensure the social emotional needs of 

students are being met.   

 When students become stressed academics, 

pandemic, and life, will hinder learning opportunities. 

Once educators invest deep work into building 

connections with students, student stress level can be 

kept at bay. Students succeed when they realize 

educators genuinely care about their well-being.  Some 

would even argue that building and fostering positive 

relationships in a pandemic classroom is more important 

than curriculum  and grades. 

“Every child deserves a champion,!an adult who will never give up on 

them,!who understands the power of connection,!and insists that they 

become the best that they can possibly be.” 

-Rita Pierson

https://theconversation.com/strong-relationships-help-kids-catch-up-after-6-months-of-covid-19-school-closures-145085
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/ask_a_psychologist/2020/07/stress_can_lead_to_student_failure_new_research_success.html?cmp=eml-enl-eu-new
https://www.ted.com/talks/rita_pierson_every_kid_needs_a_champion
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/09/03/how-to-build-relationships-with-students-during.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/09/03/how-to-build-relationships-with-students-during.html


FOCUS ON THE WILDLY IMPORTANT 
A component of Cal Newport’s Deep work is an idea that 

begun from the disciplines of business: focus on the wildly 

important. This is a concept that can benefit educators in the 

classroom.  

 The classroom in 2020 will be losing significant time on 

learning due to remote and hybrid learning models, and 

attending to the social emotional needs of students. In 

response,  educators need to readjust their engagement 

strategies, modify expectations, and focus intently on 

creating learning experiences that matter. Educators need to 

be cognizant of the limitations to the school year, technology, 

equity, demands of standardized testing, and need to 

prioritize only the essential aspects of a lesson, unit, or 

material. It may not be a perfect solution, but this strategy 

will help maximize instruction with strict time limits. 

LIMIT THE NOISE 
The first aspect deep work is limiting distractions. When we 

look at great thinkers of the world, they’ve always been able 

to find ways to think and operate without distractions.  Carl 

Jung, philosopher and writer, built a stone tower in order to 

find his distraction free area. Educators need to develop their 

own philosophical stone tower in order to survive this school 

year. 

  Schools communities have become quite toxic 

atmospheres, and are inherently not conducive to achieving 

deep work. Educators have become a miserable profession. 

Educator morale has plummeted, and educator complaints 

add to the toxic workplace. Educators must revisit their 

“why”? Why did they become an educator in the first place? 

Yes it’s hard. Yes, it’s di!erent, but there are students who are 

looking for educators to rise to the occasion. Educators need 

to limit external distractions, and deep work can be achieved. 

While at school, educators can avoid areas of negativity, limit 

social media, and adopt their own growth mindset for the 

classroom.  

GET INTO A ROUTINE 
Educator schedules are even more chaotic thanks to 

COVID-19. Deep work occurs when a routine is established and 

followed. Great thinkers have used many di!erent strategies 

when it comes to scheduling deep work. Some have embraced 

a monastic approach, where they eliminate all distractions 

completely, often isolated. Others have embraced a rhythmic 

philosophy, where deep work is regularly planned for.  

 Educators will need to develop a routine that prioritizes 

positive relationships, meaningful engagement, and provide 

feedback to assessments. It’s going to be challenging for 

educators as they balance distance learning and classroom 

teaching simultaneously. It’s imperative that educators are 

able to get into a steady rhythm of their day. 

 Educators will also have to build and model routine for 

students to follow. Once students can develop their own 

routines, students will be able to execute deep work as well.  

Educators will also have to embrace the idea that everything 

does not have to be completed at the same time, and should 

accept the notion that some tasks will require more than one 

day to complete. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/danschawbel/2012/04/23/the-4-disciplines-of-business-execution/%23738384ea7a2e
https://www.forbes.com/sites/danschawbel/2012/04/23/the-4-disciplines-of-business-execution/%23738384ea7a2e
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/covid-19-and-student-learning-in-the-united-states-the-hurt-could-last-a-lifetime
https://theconversation.com/strong-relationships-help-kids-catch-up-after-6-months-of-covid-19-school-closures-145085
https://theconversation.com/strong-relationships-help-kids-catch-up-after-6-months-of-covid-19-school-closures-145085
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/covid-19-and-student-learning-in-the-united-states-the-hurt-could-last-a-lifetime
https://thefirstgates.com/2014/01/02/jungs-tower-simplicity-and-the-inner-life/
http://www.apple.com
http://www.apple.com
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/09/01/teacher-morale-and-student-enrollment-declining-under.html
http://scholarlyteacher.com/post/fostering-online-student-success-in-the-face-of-covid-19
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/08/06/classroom-routines-have-to-change-heres-what.html
https://resilienteducator.com/classroom-resources/five-time-management-tips-for-teachers/


Educators cannot care and nurture student learning, if they are not caring for themselves. 

They must be in check with their own social emotional needs, and need to develop habits that 

nurture positive well-being. By engaging in deep work can help educators identify the roots 

and causes of anxiety, and develop solutions that can improve overall well being.  

 Educators should understand that emotions, like the Coronavirus, can be contagious. If 

an educator surrounds themselves with negative emotions, it is more likely for negative 

emotions to be spread amongst the classroom. By celebrating moments of positivity in the 

classroom, an educator can change the climate and well being of everyone in the classroom. 

It’s easy for educators to be pessimistic, but in a pandemic classroom, optimism prevails.  

 Educators should also seek to be intentional. Educators can reduce workload for 

students and themselves when teaching becomes intentional. Busy work has no place in a 

pandemic classroom, and an educator should analyze why they are assigning an assignment 

in the first place. What learning outcomes will be created by the assignment?  If an educator 

needs to assign a 10 page essay to each student, it would make more sense to stagger the 

deadlines so an educator doesn’t have 1000 pages of essays to correct during the weekend.  

LEAVE WORK AT SCHOOL 
Often easier to think about than practicing, educators need to turn the classroom o! once the 

closing bell rings.  Once that bell rings, educators must finish with their work, and leave 

when acceptable or when collective bargaining contracts permits. It’s easy for educators to 

stay after hours to complete additional work, but that practice may not increase productivity, 

and instead might induce more stress and anxiety. 

 Educators must become comfortable with leaving work at school. Do not plan, grade, or 

work when at home. Turn o! the email and Google Classroom messages on your phone. Cal 

Newport recognizes an important component of deep work is the ability to use downtime. 

Downtime will help educators recharge e!ectively for the next day. By turning the work brain 

o!, educator will be able to engage with students more e!ectively in future days, and improve 

their overall wellbeing by spending the time working at home, on something that brings 

happiness and joy. 

“Sometimes the 
most important 
thing in a whole 
day is the rest we 
take between two 
deep breaths…” 

-Etty Hillesum

https://www.wested.org/resources/self-care-strategies-for-educators-covid-19/
https://www.wested.org/resources/self-care-strategies-for-educators-covid-19/
https://blog.doist.com/how-to-leave-work-on-time/
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You are not alone. On March 13,2020 we received word that our 

school was closing as a precaution during the start of the 

pandemic. I never realized that would be last day in the 

classroom for the 2020 school year, and that the only time I saw 

students and people were in small boxes of a Google Meeting 

screen.  

 In August we returned to school. I felt anxious, but saw it as 

an opportunity.  I thought about my “why?” Why did I become 

an educator in the first place? For me, it was about being apart 

of something that was bigger than myself. For me it was a call 

to be someone positive. 

 I became a educator to become a champion for students. I 

am the type of educator that values human relationships over 

grades in a grade-book. Students need to have someone 

cheering them on, and need a dose of positivity in a negative 

induced society. I realized I could be the bright spot of 

someone’s dark day. It gave me extreme optimism to return to 

school. My optimism and hope will hopefully become 

contagious. 

 Returning to school was challenging. Our school community 

su!ered a major morale hit. Educators, administrators, and 

students are miserable, and the workplace environment is 

becoming increasingly toxic. I reflected on my study of deep 

work, and realized I needed to do a few things to redirect my 

energy and full focus.  

 Immediately, I decided to cancel out the noise, and isolated 

myself to my classroom. My commitment is to give my full 

attention to making it the best learning environment it could 

be, and eliminated as many distractions as I could.   

 First, I needed to focus on the “wildly important.” Our 

school has adopted  an alternating week of  in class and remote 

classes. Time is limited, and I have focused my limited time to 

building positive relationships, streamline instruction, and 

became intentional with my practice. We’ve only been back to 

school for a month, and students are already telling me this is 

the only class that they look forward to attending throughout 

the day. 

 I needed to embrace the idea of leaving work when the bell 

rings, and keeping work away from home. I am no longer 

checking my email after hours. I am not planning lessons and 

materials outside of school. I’ve found my own sanity has been 

saved, and now I actually feel recharged to return to school 

ready to deeply work through the day.  

 As an educator in the middle of a pandemic, do you have 

what it takes to be the educator that students direly need? 

Will you adopt the idea of deep work to improve your class 

room experience? 
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There’s no doubt teaching in 2020 is a stressful and daunting experience. The 

classroom has been completely flipped on it’s head, and has become reinvented. The 

traditional classrooms no longer exist. Students are fractured between in person and 

remote online learning, time is being lost in a classroom, and health concerns are 

plentiful.  

 Although the arena has changed, educators are needed more than ever.  

educators are now needed to perform successfully in a multifaceted classroom, 

navigating new expectations, and juggling demands of students, parents, 

administration, and state and local leaders in government. 

 It seems like an impossible feat, but by embracing a philosophy of deep work, 

educators can generate the focus needed to be successful in this adverse workplace 

environment. Educators can use deep work philosophies to reduce workplace 

distractions, improve the welling being of themselves and students, and focus 

intently on fostering positive relationships with students.    

 There was a time not too long ago when educators were the paragons of hope. 

Now, in this world mired by negative headlines, surrounded by illness and death, the 

world needs more bright spots. Focused educators can be that daily bright spot for 

students. A selfless task, could lead to improving a generation of despair.
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