
COVID-19

Yew Chung International School of Shanghai 
(YCIS) is made up of two K-13 schools on 
either side of the river in Shanghai. Our 
governing board was very quick to react to 
the COVID-19 situation and a decision was 
made to close our campuses well before 
we were asked by the government to do so.  
Many of our board members lived through 
SARS back in 2003 so measures were already 
in place to respond to an epidemic.  

We have needed to do online learning in the past, 
but only for closures of a day or two, such as 
typhoons and snow days. As it became apparent 
that this school closure was not going to be 
short-term, we realised what we had in place 
wasn’t enough for our students and was asking 
too much of our parents. We needed to change 
our concept of e-learning to ensure we had 
opportunities for interaction and direct teaching.

We worked with our technology team of teachers 
and support staff to trial a few platforms that 
could provide online face-to-face interaction 
and teaching. We chose Zoom and selected a 
package with the highest level of connectivity 
possible, which also gave back-end support and 
training for our staff. It has a number of functions, 
such as the ability to share the teacher’s or 
a student’s screen, mute participants, have 

students raise hands, create breakout rooms for 
discussions and record lessons so that students 
in other time zones could watch the class at 
another time. Some teachers took to it quickly, 
others needed help.  

Our counsellors helped us develop new online 
procedures for child protection. The online style 
of teaching meant that some extra procedures 
needed to be put in place, which we explained 
to our teachers from the start. We worked with 
Zoom to raise our security measures and set 
up session passwords and ‘waiting rooms’ to 
identify all participants in advance of joining a 
class. This was critical for ensuring the safety  
of our students.

Parents were introduced to Zoom so they could 
prepare their child’s learning environment at home 
and we had to teach the students how to work 
with the platform and how to conduct themselves 
in online learning. We insisted students use the 
camera function and come to lessons ready to 
learn. Regardless of their age, the students loved 
seeing each other in the classes.  

Once our teachers felt comfortable with their 
interactive classes, we put in place our usual 
measures for quality assurance of lessons, 
using our existing performance management 

and appraisal system.  Senior and department 
leaders visited online classes to ensure that 
quality teaching was still being delivered.  

And now to reopening

Once e-learning was up and running, we turned 
our attention to preparations for bringing 
students and staff back to school. Weekly 
governing board meetings were held at this 
time. The building went through a series of deep 
cleans, and safety and sanitation supplies were 
ordered (and donated) in readiness for reopening.

The local education bureau provided schools 
with all the measures needed to be taken and 
required an intense inspection process for 
approval to open. These included stringent 
campus access measures for temperature 
taking, scanning a QR code, setting up lines 
for staff and students to ensure safe distances, 
quarantine rooms in case of a suspected 
COVID-19 case, assigning spare rooms in case 
a class needed to be moved, revised cafeteria 
systems and clear signage.  

Our approval involves a staggered start with 
Upper Secondary opening first followed by 
Upper Primary and Lower Secondary a couple 
of weeks later. All schools in Shanghai are still 

waiting for the government to give us a date 
for when Lower Primary and Kindergarten can 
reopen.

Challenges we’ve faced

While our e-learning in general was successful, 
there were some students who found it 
challenging, and the younger students needed 
more parent support at home. Our student 
support teachers and counsellors were very 
active supporting families during this time. We 
have offered families a longer school day when 
we restart, as well as summer camps for those 
interested students.

The biggest challenge we faced was getting 
our overseas staff back in time to reopen the 
school.  Many chose to return to their home 
country to live and conduct e-learning while 
campuses were closed. As the situation started 
to improve in China and worsen overseas, we 
gave our staff a two-week window to return to 
Shanghai. Most made it back in time but some 
were delayed or had flights cancelled at the last 
minute. Some who did come back went through 
very challenging quarantine procedures, but we 
eventually got all staff into their apartments to 
see out their 14-day self-quarantine. It’s fair to 
say that staff morale needed some boosting and 
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we came up with various ways of connecting 
staff during this time including online quizzes, 
yoga, book clubs, a reading group, cooking 
sessions and happy hours from home.

I have been in constant contact with new teacher 
recruits who were hired before the COVID-19 
outbreak. It has been relatively easy for our new 
teachers who were already in China and teaching 
in other schools or cities. For those who will 
be joining us from overseas, we did lose a few 
who felt they would not be able to take up the 
position given the circumstances. Of course, 
we accepted their decision given the unique 
situation they have been put in. We have been 
working closely with our new teacher recruits, 
trying to reassure them during difficult times. We 
have needed to plan for various scenarios for 
the new academic year based around when the 
borders can reopen. 

Learning from experience

I have lived in China since 2001 and worked 
through several challenges. At the time of SARS 
in 2003, I was a teacher in Puxi and remember 
being very worried about having to leave China 
without a job. There was a real worry then that 
the expats would all leave China in droves. That 
never happened, and I have been able to stay 

in Shanghai to this day. Since then, I have been 
a school leader through several crises, such as 
swine flu, avian flu, deaths in the community, the 
milk scandal, and the food issue of last academic 
year. I had a very good mentor who helped me 
through some of these earlier situations and 
taught me the importance of transparency and 
getting facts straight before sending out a letter 
to parents and the wider community. Sometimes 
other schools might get a letter out first and our 
parents are asking when we will inform them. It 
is extremely important to be clear and factually 
accurate before saying anything, even if that 
means getting out a holding statement and 
giving ourselves more time to get the correct 
information to the community. With a sister 
school in Shanghai, we also need to ensure 
consistency with our colleagues in Puxi.

Keeping our staff well informed is extremely 
important as they are on the front line and are 
the face of the school to students and parents. 
They need to be clear about what is going on 
and what they should say.  

I find working with other Heads of Schools within 
our own organisation and with other schools is 
important. In Shanghai, we have a group called 
the Shanghai International Schools Association 
for the Heads to communicate with each other. 

I’ve really appreciated having a support network 
during these times. With so much information 
out there, some that is nonsense, it has also 
been important to use a few trusted sources 
of information. Being fully aware and compliant 
with government procedures and expectations is 
essential too.  

In recent times, I have become more aware of 
the importance of the mental and emotional 
wellbeing of staff. They have been living 
and working through a once in a lifetime 
pandemic and of course it is going to impact 
on their wellbeing. We have involved outside 
professionals and our school counsellors to 
provide training and support to staff during this 
time. We hope that as life returns to normal, 
whatever that is and whenever it happens, 
they will be able to move on with their lives 
and remember all the great things about our 
wonderful city and our school.

A catalyst for change

I do think that we need to look at this period and 
think about what we learnt, and what we can 
apply to our ‘normal’ school setting. The saying of 
not wasting a crisis is true. We adapted, we tried 
new things, our staff became upskilled in online 
teaching and technology usage. I have witnessed 
some great innovation from our teachers and 
leaders to connect with students and each other 
during this time, so we want to see this continue 
when we are all back on campus.

What we have been able to achieve through 
interactive platforms such as Zoom and Teams 
during COVID-19 has been amazing. We held 
large school assemblies online and had a 
keynote speaker work with all our students from 
his home in Australia as part of our Earth Day 
activities. We took our students on virtual field 
trips to museums, zoos and even the NASA 
space station as part of our May the Fourth 
STEM theme day. Why can’t we do this more 
often when school reopens? We can have people 

from all over the world work with our students 
using interactive platforms.  

When our campuses do reopen and classes 
return, some of our students will still be overseas 
due to the border closure, so we will need to 
continue offering e-learning for them. In the 
future, if a child is away from school for a long 
period of time with an illness or other personal 
reason, maybe now they can dial into the class 
and not have their learning impacted.  

If parents are travelling or unable to come into 
school, why can’t we do an online meeting in 
the future? I can see us streaming more events 
for parents so that they can dial in and watch 
an assembly or event from their office, home, or 
the airport lounge. With our school having two 
campuses a distance apart, I can see some staff 
meetings taking place using technology.  

A moment of reflection

Our staff have been living through their own 
fears, challenges, isolation and in some 
cases loss of loved ones. For them to be so 
professional, creative, innovative, and child-
centred during this time has been inspiring to 
me. As a parent, I saw my two daughters really 
engaged in the e-learning opportunities, and was 
really impressed with what the teachers were 
doing with them. Of course, we all look forward 
to returning to campus, but my daughters have 
learnt to be independent, responsible, self-
motivated and to not take their lives and friends 
for granted. Our family has spent more time 
together and bonded as a result; I honestly think 
we will come out of this stronger. I feel the same 
for our school, thanks to the professionalism 
of the staff, and the parents who have been so 
supportive during this time.
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