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Dozens of Fairview teachers virtually attended this session  
on the remote learning program.

While American classrooms have evolved and changed over the years, one aspect has remained 
constant: teachers and students have been in the same room teaching and learning together. At 
Fairview South School, as is true for schools throughout Illinois, that changed drastically in 
mid-March when the COVID-19 coronavirus began to spread and state officials ordered schools 
to close through the end of the school year. Teachers, students and their families have all had to 
adapt to the new reality of online remote learning.

“Remote learning has def- 
initely been an adventure,” 
said Ms. Emily McBean, a 
middle school teacher. “As 
a teacher and a parent, I 
have been incredibly im-
pressed by our school’s abil-
ity to adjust on a dime to the 
new reality.”

 
Creating the district’s remote learning structure took a lot of work from the entire district staff, 
led by Principals Ms. Colleen Larkin and Mr. Michael Lopatka, Director of Technology Mr. 
Mark Fijor and Instructional Technology Coach Ms. Emily Brotsky. While learning the new 
system, teachers and other staff members have made valuable suggestions for improvement, and 
efforts to make it better are continuing.

A parent survey a few weeks into the new program showed more than half of respondents agreed 
that their student was able to complete the online work with “little to no help from an adult,” 
that the learning templates helped structure their student’s day, and the amount of work assigned 
to their student was appropriate. School officials have also responded to parents’ suggestions for 
ways to improve, and future surveys are planned.

The transition from in-person to online has not been easy, the principals noted. Teachers found 
the new way of working challenging, and quickly learned that they could not replicate a normal 
day of school online. However, with coaching help from Mr. Fijor and Ms. Brotsky, they have 
developed several strategies to better meet the needs of as many students as possible.

Teachers communicate with students in a number of ways, including video chats, email and by 
telephone — a critical element for success. “Remote learning has certainly been an adjustment. 
It took a few weeks to establish a routine and to find a reasonable balance between work and 
family,” said Ms. Lauren Curry, a Spinout teacher. “Communication, which is essential to 
everything that we do, takes significantly more time in this setting. I am constantly learning new 
things and making adjustments to better meet the needs of my students.”

A LOOK INSIDE...
•  Families, teachers coping 

with stay-at-home routine

•  Fairview keeps teachers, 
students connected (cont.)

•  Staff gets up to speed on  
remote technology

•  District provides meals  
for families in need

This screen shows an example of the learning 
options available for a fifth grader.

In partnership with High School District 219,  
District 72 makes meals available for pickup 

from the bus parked at the school on  
Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.

Please visit www.fairview.k12.il.us for the most up-to-date information and to access E-Learning Plans.



FAIRVIEW KEEPS TEACHERS, STUDENTS CONNECTED (CONTINUED)

Fairview South School administrators and teachers had to  
mobilize quickly in March to take the concept of remote learning 
from theory to practice. That included creating a framework that 
teachers could use to transmit classroom assignments and provide 
help to students, and that teachers, students and families could use 
to communicate with one another.

Director of Technology Mr. Mark Fijor and Instructional Technol-
ogy Coach Ms. Emily Brotsky played large roles in getting online 
tools in place and providing teacher training and troubleshoot-
ing. Although the District 72 web site is the hub for distributing 
and monitoring classroom work, teachers also lean on a variety of 
tools to stay connected with colleagues.

“I am in regular communication with teachers and administra-
tors through frequent emails, phone calls, and/or Google Meet 
sessions,” said Ms. Lauren Curry, a Spinout teacher. “I teach 
students in grades 3 to 8 and collaborate with many teachers to 
share strategies, ideas, and materials. We are also in regular com-
munication regarding students who need extra support.”

“From day one of E-learning my team of fourth-grade teachers, in-
cluding the special education teachers on occasion, has been meet-
ing regularly over video chat to brainstorm and plan for this new type 
of teaching,” added Ms. Brooke Schwartz, a fourth-grade teacher. 

This new type of teaching has also created a need for a new type of 
staff communication. For example, administrators had to envision 
a whole new strategy for the district’s scheduled Teacher Insti-
tute Day in April. With a primary goal of supporting teachers as 
they encounter new challenges daily, the day included a series of  
virtual calls offering information on teaching tools, while allow-
ing staff members to share tips and pointers. There was also a  
“virtual teacher’s lounge” in the morning for staff members to 
have breakfast together. Mr. Fijor and Ms. Brotsky led an online  
session on instructional strategies and tutorials, and Board President 
Mrs. Mary Anne Brown and Superintendent Dr. Cindy Whittaker  
offered words of inspiration.

STAFF GETS UP TO SPEED ON REMOTE TECHNOLOGY

Meeting students’ needs goes beyond academic learning, teac-
hers say. “I use Google Meets to visually connect with students. 
I feel we all crave the interaction during this time of social  
distancing,” said Mr. Worth Gowell, middle school CORE te-
acher. “Through our Meets, we have celebrated birthdays and 
‘May the Fourth Be with You.’ We have introduced our pets and  
plushies to each other. We tell jokes and riddles. We share what 
we did for the weekend. And somewhere, beyond all of that, we 
check-in to confirm if the week’s assignments make sense.”

Video communication plays a vital role in teachers’ “new  
normal.” “My husband and daughters helped me set up a little 
classroom/recording studio in the corner of my bedroom with a  

white board to teach on and a colorful E-Learning sign,” said 
Ms. Brooke Schwartz, a fourth-grade teacher. “I brought a few 
things from my classroom like the daily schedule and the calendar 
so it would look familiar to my students.”

The entire Fairview school community longs for the time when the 
school once again will buzz with activity and students will be with 
their teachers and friends. In the meantime, all Fairview staff 
members are making the best of a difficult situation.

“These are definitely unique and unsettling times, but when we look 
back on them years from now, I hope we focus on how everyone 
did their part to make the new reality work,” Ms. McBean said. 
“This is not what we imagined the last quarter of the school year 
would look like, but there is still value, connection, and positivity                                                    

within this remote learning.”

Many District 72 families are feeling the strain of the weeks-long 
shutdown of schools, workplaces and communal activities. Fair-
view South School staff have worked diligently to help families 
cope as best they can during this unprecedented situation.

Administrators say the social and emotional well-being 
of students, families and staff are their biggest 
priorities. One primary effort has been to pre-
pare and distribute food to those who need 
it (see “District provides meals for families 
in need”). In addition, school counselors 
have been in regular touch with families 
who need more support, or to suggest strat-
egies on how to discuss COVID-19 with their 
children. School staff have also created virtual 
“spirit weeks,” wellness challenges and other activities 
to promote a sense of connection.

For parents, managing responsibilities at home has become much 
more complicated. “We are extremely fortunate that we have 
not been impacted financially as much as many families,” said  
Ms. Gretchen Wening, mother of three elementary-age boys. “My 
husband is a prosthetist/orthotist and has still been leaving the 
house on weekdays to see patients. It has definitely been a juggling 
act to do my job as a part-time high school math teacher while also 
helping the boys with their daily e-learning.”

“We take breaks for play, outside time, and we like to watch the 
live zoo chats that are posted daily,” she added.

“In general, 
I think our family is coping 

with the situation pretty well.  My husband and I are 
both working from home,” said Ms. Tanya Pomeranets, mother 
of two Fairview middle schoolers. “I’m used to checking the kids’ 

homework and because they are doing schoolwork during 
the day, I feel terrible that I can’t help as much as 

I used to, because I’m working.”

Many teachers are parents, too, and have to 
cope on the home front while still working 
with their students. “I have two daughters, 

one in middle school and one in high school, 
and I have been very thankful for their indepen-

dence with their own remote learning,” said Ms. 
Emily McBean, a Fairview middle school teacher. “We 

all have our  different spaces in the house where we hunker down 
to learn, work, and teach, and that has worked well.  To maintain 
sanity and keep stress levels in check, we try to get outside as much 
as possible to go for walks with our dog, garden, play sports, or 
just sit in the sunshine.”

“It’s hard to complain, given the circumstances, especially when I 
see what hardships others have to deal with,” said Worth Gowell, 
a middle school CORE teacher. “Our situation is good. For my 
college son and my high school senior daughter, I do constantly 
remind them — and I think it was Rex Huppke from the Chicago 
Tribune who first used this metaphor — that this is merely a pot-
hole, and we have to keep our eyes on the road.”

FAMILIES, TEACHERS COPING WITH 
STAY-AT-HOME ROUTINE

Fourth-grade Teacher Mrs. Brooke Schwartz customized the background 
of her virtual teaching space to make it more familiar for her students.

Fairview’s food service workers are helping district families  
endure the pandemic shutdown by preparing and distributing meals 
intended for those under 18 years of age.

Food Service Director Ms. Karen Kempf said the district makes 
breakfasts and lunches available, no questions asked, on Mondays 
and Wednesdays from a school bus parked outside the school. 
Those meals are offered in partnership with High School District 
219. On Fridays, a separate packet of five breakfasts, five lunches
and one dinner for a family of four are offered for Fairview families
who qualify for the federal free and reduced lunch program.

“It seems to be going well,” Ms. Kempf said. 
Those who come to pick up meals “are 
appreciative, and they understand 
when things don’t go perfectly.”

She and her crew are determined 
that no children go hungry. Her staff 
comes in on Thursdays to prepare, 

wearing masks and gloves and observing social distancing rules.  
“The moment I asked them, no one gave a second thought to coming 
in,” she added.

Production of the twice-weekly meals via the partnership have 
grown from about 60 to about 200 since schools shut down March 
13. Home meals for those in the free and reduced program have
grown from 50 to between 75 and 80, Ms. Kempf said. Any leftover
fresh food is donated to the Niles Township Food Pantry, she added.

With Fairview closed through the end of the school year, Ms. 
Kempf is already looking ahead to summer. She 

said the school could work with existing 
summer food programs, or may keep 

providing meals as they do now. In 
any case, she said, “We’ll make 
sure our kids get fed.”

DISTRICT PROVIDES MEALS FOR FAMILIES IN NEED

Fairview’s food service workers set up 
an “assembly line” to package meals.
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