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In May 2020, Brooklyn Laboratory Charter 
Schools reached out to Dezudio to ask us to be 
part of a project related to preparations for 
safely re-opening the schools in the fall.  

Like schools across the country, Brooklyn LAB 
faced the daunting task of planning to provide 
education in the upcoming school year during 
the pandemic. At the time, it was challenging 
to plan simple tasks two or three days in 
advance, let alone something major that was 
three months away.  

There was no way to know how many students 
would be in the school, which teachers would 
be willing to come back, what the restrictions 
would look like in their districts—and which way 
this whole thing was going to go. 



Brooklyn Laboratory Charter School offers 
middle school and high school programs, and 
promotes rigorous pre-college studies with 
high academic and behavioral expectations. 
The school is also “dedicated to serving the 
highest need students, regardless of their 
academic level, English language proficiency, or 
disability.” This means they serve a population 
with about twice as many students with special 
education needs as the national average. 

Many students enter LAB schools in 6th grade 
performing well below grade level, but by the 
end of middle school, they’re doing better  
than their peers in the same district. The 
school’s strategies for achieving these results 
include making strong personal connections 
with students, and providing extended time 
with longer learning days, weeks, and years, 
and with frequent in-person opportunities for 
enrichment.!



LAB didn’t want to sacrifice its unique approach 
to education in its preparation for a return to 
school in the fall. It was critical to provide a safe 
supportive environment where their scholars 
could learn and thrive. They decided the best 
way forward was an intensive planning process, 
with an equity-first mindset centered on the 
needs of their most vulnerable students. LAB 
was dedicated to openly sharing what we 
learned to give the school community 
opportunities for input, and so that other 
schools and districts might also benefit from 
the process. 

Brooklyn LAB hired Dezudio, and we were able 
to bring on six graduate design students from 
our spring studio course at Carnegie Mellon 
University—students whose summers were 
otherwise in limbo due to cancelled internships. 
Our team’s role was to lead the design process, 
and to create documentation and resources to 
share the process and outcomes with other 
schools and with LAB’s own school community. 
In this presentation, we describe what we did 
and what we learned. 



Processes + Principles
for navigating uncertainty and adapting to change

What we did. This section covers key features of 
the design process we followed with Brooklyn LAB 
teachers, administration, and families—and the 
experts they brought in to help LAB think through 
critical questions related to safe and equitable 
reopening of schools in the fall.

What we learned. Beyond discussing our role and 
the design process we followed, we want to use 
this opportunity to share some of the themes we 
took away from this experience.



What we did
Many aspects of our approach to this project are fairly common in 
design and innovation practices, so if you work in a related field, 
the ideas in this section might feel familiar to you. Dezudio’s role 
was facilitating the process—helping each group of stakeholders 
and experts distill and refine their best thinking, and documenting 
and communicating the outcomes for access and use by a 
broader audience.



Constrain the space, focus the challenge.
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Brooklyn LAB knew that maximizing safe in-
person and synchronous activities in the 
upcoming school year would serve its student 
population best. Reopening plans, 
contingencies, and communications had to be 
in place within just a few months, and the 
necessary adjustments represented an 
enormous amount of change that could 
typically take years to roll out. 

We had less than three months to prepare to 
face a host of challenges, and a school year 
unlike any we’ve seen before. We had no 
choice but to frame this process as a sprint, 
rather than as a longer-term project.

Constrain the space, focus the challenge.



Brooklyn LAB decided to orchestrate a series of 
design charrettes where they would bring 
teams of experts together to work in short 
bursts to tackle specific parts of the overall 
challenge. Charrette means “cart” or “chariot” 
in French. The use of this term for a design 
exercise dates back to the 19th century French 
architecture schools, where the students would 
work for days on end on a given problem—and 
often end up putting finishing touches on their 
drawings or models even as they were being 
carted away. 

In this case, it was key to frame each charrette 
as a highly collaborative effort among a diverse 
group of individuals with a vested stake in 
solving the problem at hand. The group worked 
together within a condensed time frame to 
propose solutions as quickly as possible.

Constrain the space, focus the challenge.

Engraving by Alexis Lemaistre from his book L’École des Beaux-Arts 
dessinée et racontée par un élève, Paris, Librairie Firmin-Didot, 1889



From June through early August, we worked 
through four charrettes, focused on answering 
LAB’s most critical questions:! 

1. Where will students be learning, and how  
do spaces need to be reconfigured for safe 
in-person instruction?! 

2. What adjustments would LAB need to make 
to staffing/resources to cover new modes of 
learning? How could LAB support their staff 
as they continue to provide high-quality 
educational experiences? 

3. Given the trauma of the past four months, 
how could LAB address the social-emotional 
needs of students to ensure they’re able to 
keep learning and thriving? 

4. Given that learning experiences would likely 
be less structured than in a traditional 
educational setting, how could LAB help 
students develop their identity and agency 
so that they could successfully navigate 
complex life and learning transitions?
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The time constraints on this project were real, 
but design charrettes with artificial time 
constraints are actually pretty common. You 
may know them well—these days they’re called 
design sprints or scrums.! 

It’s a useful approach. By constraining the space 
and focusing the challenge, you can:! 

• keep a variety stakeholders aligned and on 
the same page;  

• send a clear strong message that something 
is a priority; and  

• boost your team’s morale, energy, and 
cohesiveness. 

Sprints can certainly be useful—but if you 
approach everything this way, it’s likely that 
teams and individuals will ultimately burn out. 
You run the risk of sacrificing a strong, stable 
core vision, or losing overall cohesiveness 
across different parts of a product or system. 

We like the idea of following natural cycles of 
ebbs and flows—making a big push of focused 
intensity or action, and then creating time and 
space for recovery and reflection.

Constrain the space, focus the challenge.

From Sprint : How to Solve Big Problems and Test New Ideas in Just Five Days, by Jake Knapp from Google Ventures



Bring a variety of viewpoints to the table.
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In order for this condensed approach to work, 
it’s critical to bring a variety of viewpoints to 
the table. Homogenous people bring 
homogeneous perspectives, and homogenous 
perspectives don’t hold up to the stress tests of 
the real world. 

For this effort, Brooklyn LAB was able to tap 
into its strong network of partnerships with 
education organizations and experts in related 
fields. These organizations are specialists in 
school architecture and classroom layout, 
teacher staffing and development, educational 
equity, trauma-informed learning, and creating 
cultures of success in schools.! 

Our stakeholders included developmental 
psychologists, community organizers, doctors, 
educators, designers, architects, policy experts, 
lawyers, activists, professors, and staff members 
from a variety of roles at Brooklyn LAB. These 
were very smart, inspiring, and dedicated 
people who were bringing decades of relevant 
experience to our four critical questions. 

Bring a variety of viewpoints to the table.
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Of course, design sprints or charrettes typically 
bring people together in a single space, but 
they can also happen remotely. We spent hours 
listening to presentations of early ideas, with 
experts fielding questions from the design 
team and from Brooklyn LAB’s staff.  

Each design intern was paired with a partner 
organization, but they all attended every review 
session so we could highlight key themes and 
define a common language and approach to 
the documentation. 

Our role as designers was focused on careful 
listening and participating in the discussion to 
achieve clarity, then refining the message to 
make it accessible and amplifying its relevance 
by providing clear and compelling visual 
explanations. 

Bring a variety of viewpoints to the table.



Create and share scenarios.
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Each charrette produced tactical plans and 
ideas for Brooklyn LAB to execute during 
reopening, as well as a final presentation that 
distilled and refined each partner’s thinking in a 
way that was accessible to a variety of 
stakeholders. The planning we did and process 
we followed ultimately became a case study 
that others could reference. 

The outputs created often focused on 
documenting possible scenarios that captured 
how the recommendations would actually look 
across a variety of circumstances. We looked for 
ways to make the ideas as tangible and 
accessible as possible.! 

When we’re thinking about staffing and 
resources, what do these recommendations 
actually look like in terms of teachers’ 
schedules?

Create and share scenarios.

Phase 1 Schedule | 9th Grade AM Teacher Team

Supervise: ELA Independent Practice

Release Time: PLC

Teach: Math Interactive Lecture

Lead: Biology Lab

Release Time: Obs + Feedback

Launch: STEM Project Based Learning

Facilitate: Math Lab

Support: STEM Project Based Learning

Support: Math Interactive Lecture

Monitor: STEM Project Based Learning

Support: Biology Lab

Facilitate: Argumentative Essay 
Workshop

Supervise: ELA Independent Practice

Support: Current Events Interactive 
Lecture

Support: Small-Group Writing Center

Support: ELA Collaborative Project

Release Time: Scholar Study

Release Time: Data Analysis 

Teach: Current Events Interactive 
Lecture

Lead: Small-Group Writing Center

Lead: ELA Collaborative Project

The illustration below depicts the AM schedule for a cross-content 9th-grade teaching team in Phase 1. Both the Teacher Resident
and Fellow lead a small portion of instruction throughout the day to allow the Teacher Leader and Teacher to engage in their 
asynchronous collaboration activities. Teachers and Teacher Leaders remain in the classroom during release time but have the 
autonomy to schedule their release time independent of the rest of the teaching team. 

Teacher Leader Teacher Resident Teacher Fellow

Phase I Phase 2

release time for Phase I 
activities 

performing regular duties / 
providing release time 

Schedule is for demonstration purposes only

Support: Small-Group Writing CenterLead: Small-Group Writing Center

Phase 2 Schedule | 9th Grade AM Teacher Team

Release Time: Scholar Study/
Team Check-In

Teach: Pre-AP Algebra Interactive 
Lesson 

Release Time: 9th-Grade PLC

Teacher Leader Teacher Resident Teacher

Release Time: Obs + Feedback

Facilitate: Pre-AP Algebra Small-Group 
Rotations 

Lead: Daily Warm-up & Homework 
Review

Support: Pre-AP Algebra Interactive Lesson

Facilitate: Pre-AP Algebra Peer 
Tutoring

Lead: Pre-AP Algebra Mini Lesson

Support: Pre-AP Algebra Small Group 
Rotations

Lead: 1:1 Remediation

Lead: Writer’s Workshop

Release Time: 9th-Grade PLC

Release Time: Obs + Feedback

Teach: ELA Interactive Lesson

Support: Writer’s Workshop

Support: Independent Writing Project

Facilitate: Peer Review Small Groups

Support: ELA Interactive Lesson

Proctor: Weekly Formative 
Assessment

Release Time: Scholar Study/
Team Check-In

Fellow

The illustration below depicts the AM schedule for a cross-content 9th-grade teaching team in Phase 2. Both the Teacher Resident
and Fellow lead a small portion of instruction throughout the day to allow the Teacher Leader and Teacher to engage in their 
synchronous collaboration activities. Teachers and Teacher Leaders remain in the classroom and align their lessons to allow for the 
same release-time blocks. 

Phase I Phase 2

release time for Phase 2 
activities 

performing regular duties / 
providing release time 

Schedule is for demonstration purposes only



Or students’ schedules?

Student Journeys | ICT + SETSSStudent Journeys | ICT + SETSS

Create and share scenarios.



How should classrooms be configured to 
maintain safe social-distancing practices, while 
accommodating the range of teaching activities 
and roles at Brooklyn LAB?! 

Finding ways to ground the discussion by 
talking about real-world scenarios—and sharing 
clear visual representations so that the school 
community and other stakeholders could 
understand them—were both critical parts of 
this process. 

Create and share scenarios.



Focus on preparation over planning.
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Given the uncertainty of COVID-19 resurgences, 
schools must consider in-person, hybrid, and 
entirely online options. Transitioning between these 
models as realities change presents challenges, 
particularly for medically fragile populations, special 
education students, and vulnerable students who 
are less able to learn remotely. 

During a public health crisis, it’s important to attend 
to all student needs, including health, academic, 
social-emotional, and even financial. Transition, 
uncertainty, and loss can make the most vulnerable 
students disengaged without holistic supports. 

Uncertainty and TransitionsUncertainty and TransitionsGiven how fast things were changing, LAB was 
clear from the start about the need to prioritize 
preparation over planning. This was a unique 
situation because it wasn’t clear whether 
students would be in an in-person, hybrid, or 
fully remote environment.  

LAB knew that the school would need to 
remain flexible, and that it might need to switch 
fluidly between these modes at any time. 

Focus on preparation over planning.



Rather than hard and fast recommendations, 
our partners frequently offered detailed 
information about the variables at play, or 
processes and criteria for how certain kinds of 
decisions might be made.  

For example, one partner created and shared 
editable spreadsheets with staffing scenarios to 
help schools account for illness or quarantines.

Focus on preparation over planning.

Optimal Staffing Levels | Overview

! Class size requirements - in general and/or as 
determined by student IEPs

! Line-of-sight requirements - what staff must be 
present in the room for each class

! Staffing requirements - certifications required to 
play different roles

! Flexibility on any of the above granted by state / 
district in light of COVID?

! Some % of staff may be out due to 
illness

! Some % of staff may be out due to 
quarantine 

! Outages could be at the individual 
level, or a whole group of staff 
could be out due to an outbreak

! Classrooms can hold fewer students

! Students may attend schools in shifts

! Small, consistent groups of teachers and students to limit 
spread if an outbreak occurs

Social 
Distancing 

Requirements

Legal 
Parameters for 

Classes

Outages 
due to 

illness / 
quarantine

OPTIMAL
STAFFING

! Line-of-of-of sight requirements - what staff must be due to 

Optimal Staffing Levels | Brick & Mortar Enrollment

Determine staffing 
shifts needed

Step 4

If understaffed: What is the 
school’s tolerance for shifting 
roles?

If overstaffed: what roles can 
the additional teachers play?

Understaffing remediation options to consider:

! Identify ways non-certified staff (including community educators) can address the 
gap, within legal constraints. Can they play roles that enable the not-quite-large 
enough teaching staff to cover all students?

Overstaffing remediation options to consider:

! Shift High School to Middle School or vice versa

! Additional staff serve as “swing staff” able to fill in when other staff are out

! Additional staff develop and support remote learning resources 



Architects recommended floor graphics that 
could accommodate different desk 
configurations to maintain social distance in a 
variety of teaching scenarios.

Focus on preparation over planning.

Floor Graphics | Sample Layout Diagrams

Promoting Classroom Flexibility
! Floor graphics with colored tape to enable quick and easy 

reconfiguration of classroom setups and ensure physical 
distances are maintained 

! Furniture maps can be displayed on the wall to encourage 
student participation 



The need to solve for multiple possible 
scenarios gave us the opportunity to reflect on 
how certain decisions were being made. What 
variables would impact the decisions? What 
were the underlying values or principles that 
would drive our approach?! 

In an early description of this work, Brooklyn 
LAB offered the critique that education—like 
many other domains—is prone to creating 
static plans that become quickly outdated. 
They wrote, “Preparation, by contrast, 
anticipates multiple scenarios, accounting for 
context, conditions, and learning. With a focus 
on preparation instead of traditional planning, 
we build the muscles we need to adapt and 
determine the right next step.”1

Focus on preparation over planning.

1. “Preparing to Reopen: Six Principles That Put Equity at the Core” 
https://www.gettingsmart.com/2020/05/preparing-to-reopen-six-
principles-that-put-equity-at-the-core/ 

https://www.gettingsmart.com/2020/05/preparing-to-reopen-six-principles-that-put-equity-at-the-core/
https://www.gettingsmart.com/2020/05/preparing-to-reopen-six-principles-that-put-equity-at-the-core/


Prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable.
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Prioritizing the needs of the most vulnerable was 
a core motivating value for this effort, and we 
approached this work with a deep dedication to 
meeting the needs of every scholar. Brooklyn 
LAB knew that not every student had a stable 
internet connection, or a quiet safe space to 
work, and that not all parents and families had 
the bandwidth to offer the support and structure 
that would benefit these students as they 
navigated new modes of learning.! 

They also knew that students and their families 
would be deeply affected not only by personal 
losses due to the coronavirus, but by the 
economic downturn, and by our collective 
confrontation of ongoing systemic racism. LAB 
fully embraced the charge of designing for the 
margins of its community, and brought this 
“equity first” mindset to every aspect of 
decision making.! 

In design, we’re often guilty of planning for the 
happy path of 80% of “average” users, with the 
idea that we’ll circle back and address the needs 
of the others down the road. While that may 
seem like an efficient strategy, in fact we’re 
creating more work for ourselves. We’re also 
dramatically increasing the chances that 
significant numbers of people are left behind.!

Prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable.

https://illinoissenatedemocrats.com/caucus-news/62-senator-patrick-joyce-news/1169-joyce-applauds-1-8-million-in-funding-for-sidewalk-improvements



By expanding our consideration for those on 
the margins, we’re actually improving things  
for everyone.  

A good example is Brooklyn LAB’s approach to 
individualized education. Students with special 
education needs typically have individualized 
education plans, but often feel marginalized 
when they get pulled aside for those activities. 
Brooklyn LAB believes that all students benefit 
from personalized instruction in their areas of 
need, so they offer individualized instruction to 
every student. As a result, students’ 
performance is improved across the board—
and the students don’t differentiate between 
special education and regular instruction.! 

And when you dig into the details, you’ll often 
find that this “happy path of average users” is 
really just a myth. If you look closely enough, or 
if you look across time, you’ll see that we all 
face challenges and difficult circumstances at 
some point. During those times, we appreciate 
that those “margins” were well considered.

Prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable.



How do we prioritize the needs of the most 
vulnerable? We can start by creating an 
inventory—listing out the challenges that the 
people we’re designing for are likely to face.  

We once attended a workshop with an 
accessibility specialist named Anne Gibson, 
who told us, “If you don’t know what 
challenges your users face, you should just ask. 
They’ll be happy to tell you.”

Prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable.

Minimizing Harm Across Learning Models

Learning Loss Social and 
Emotional Impact

Reduced Child 
Abuse Detection

Nutritional 
Insecurity

Parental 
Employment Loss

Lack of Access to 
Essential Services

See: Parabola Project

Parents with school-age children expect public schools to 
minimize risks while supporting learning. In-person school 
entails public health risk. Purely remote learning can increase 
the risks of nutritional insecurity, loss of parental employment, 
lack of access to essential services, learning loss, social and 
emotional impact, and reduced detection of child abuse. 

COVID-19 Risk



Another way to prioritize the needs of the most 
vulnerable is by bringing them back to the 
forefront of the conversation. Remind other 
stakeholders of the challenges that may exist, 
and seek solutions that account for and address 
those challenges.

Prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable.

DR. ANINDYA KUNDU
Education Sociologist | Educator | Author
DR. ANINDYA KUNDU
Education Sociologist | Educator | Author

Physical and mental health and safety: Schools must identify and address the 
stresses and trauma that students have experienced over the last 6 months and will 
continue to face this coming year. For example, students may face health and safety 
challenges that impact concentration, feel isolated from family and friends, or not feel 
safe in their homes. 

Disengagement and retention: Student engagement is critical throughout the 
return-to-school process. Engagement looks different during remote learning. 
Teachers and students’ lack of familiarity with remote learning may result in insufficient 
instruction by teachers and low motivation from students. A lack of access to 
infrastructure (connectivity, devices, quiet learning spaces) can create barriers. 
Students may become disengaged and unmotivated due to falling behind and be at 
risk of dropping out.

Increased economic pressure: The economic downturn’s impact on livelihoods 
increases the risk that students and families have to focus on immediate priorities, 
including housing and food. Some students might look to find jobs instead of focusing 
on their education. 

What Challenges Will Students Face?

Physical and 
Mental Health 
and Safety

Increased 
Economic 
Pressure

Disengagement 
and Retention



In this section, we’ll share some key takeaways that we gathered 
from our work with our partners on these charrettes. We learned so 
much from this collaboration that we’ll carry with us, but these ideas 
really struck a chord with us and seemed to have the potential for 
much broader relevance.

What we learned



Focus on the fundamentals.
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Pyramid of Program Quality | SEL PQA at a Glance
The Social and Emotional Learning Program Quality 
Assessment (SEL PQA) articulates and measures staff 
practices that have been identified by research on 
positive youth development, social and emotional 
learning, and the science of learning and development, 
among others. 

The SEL PQA is designed to evaluate the quality of 
programs and identify staff training needs. It consists of 
a set of scoreable standards for best practices in 
afterschool programs, community organizations, 
schools, summer programs and other places where 
youth have fun, work, and learn with adults.

ENGAGING 
ENVIRONMENT

INTERACTIVE 
ENVIRONMENT

SUPPORTIVE 
ENVIRONMENT

SAFE SPACEPsychological and emotional safety, 
inclusive practices, and welcoming.

Peer interaction through collaboration 
and community building with empathy.

Higher order engagement through 
choice, planning, and reflection.

Supportive environment to meet the 
developmental needs of young people 
and scaffold learning.

The SEL Pyramid of Program Quality depicts the 4 domains 
that are covered by the Social and Emotional Learning 
Program Quality Assessment. Within these 4 domains are 10, 
theoretically-derived scales that indicate adult practices.

Additional Supports
All students receive academic 
instruction, academic 
feedback/conferencing, and 
tutoring as needed.

Transcend and Brooklyn LAB 
developed a tiered support 
system to support the well-
being, sense of belonging 
and connection, and 
investment of all Brooklyn 
LAB scholars and families 
during the school closure 
and the pandemic.

Three Tiers of SEL Support

Support for all students. In the era of COVID-19, schools 
need robust practices and protocols to ensure that they 
are meeting the social and emotional needs of all learners.

Support for some students, 
based on needs identified 
during Tier 1 check-ins.

Support for 
some students, 
based primarily 
on IEPs.

TIER 1

TIER 2

TIER 3

One thing we heard repeatedly—and across 
partners on a variety of topics—was that in 
times of great stress, it becomes even more 
critical to focus on the fundamentals. For 
students, focusing on the fundamentals means 
paying special attention to their social and 
emotional well-being.! 

Interestingly, many of the models that our 
experts shared had the same pyramid structure
—whether they were related to supports for 
students, skills and attributes that can be 
fostered in children to help them learn and 
thrive, and attributes of the environment that 
foster success.!When we asked those experts 
what aspects were the most critical given the 
current circumstances, they all pointed to those 
base layers of their structures.

Focus on the fundamentals.



For teachers, the fundamentals also meant 
remaining dedicated to core activities like 
mentorship, collaboration, planning, team 
building, and leadership development.  

EL Education, an organization that specializes in 
building a culture of success within schools, 
told us that “the student culture will never 
exceed staff culture.” Across partners, we 
heard how critical it was for teachers in schools 
to put in the work to create a strong, 
supportive network of adults who could 
navigate conflict and who had each other’s (and 
their students’) best interests at heart. 

Teacher Leader

Teacher

Teacher Resident

Collaboration, Planning, & Leadership Time | Teams

Teacher Teams might include:

A proven excellent teacher leads the team while continuing to teach 
part of the time. The Teacher Leader supports the team via lesson 
planning, PD, team meetings, observation and feedback cycles with team 
members, and co-teaching. 

Other Teachers on the team receive support from the Teacher Leader 
and other team members.  Some will go on to become Teacher Leaders as 
they gain experience and produce high growth.

In addition to learning by observing other teachers in action and receiving 
guidance and feedback from the Teacher Leader, Teacher Residents also 
provide release time for the Teacher Leader to carry out their duties and 
for Teachers to have planning and collaboration time.

LAB Corps Fellows are new educators who work with students in small 
groups or 1:1 tutorials to provide personalized academic instruction in 
math & literacy and support habits that foster academic success.

To give each teacher excellent support, LAB can organize teachers, residents, and fellows into teams led by a Teacher Leader.
Each team would support either (a) a group of students (e.g., segment of 6th grade) or (b) a content area across grades (e.g., HS math).

Teacher Teams Examples
Three 9th–10th-grade HS math 
Teachers, two Residents and 
one Fellow support.

Two 7th-grade Teachers 
(one STEM, one humanities), 
two Residents and one Fellow 
support.

Fellow

Focus on the fundamentals.

In addition to learning by observing other teachers in action and receiving 
guidance and feedback from the Teacher Leader, Teacher Residents also 
provide release time for the Teacher Leader to carry out their duties and 
for Teachers to have planning and collaboration time.

LAB Corps Fellows are new educators who work with students in small 
groups or 1:1 tutorials to provide personalized academic instruction in 
math & literacy and support habits that foster academic success.

Collaboration, Planning, & Leadership Time
Professional Learning 

Communities

Scholar Study & 
Team Check-In

Data Analysis

Observation 
& Feedback Core Activities

! Lesson planning / practice
! Unpacking curriculum
! PD on key instructional elements

! Co-teaching / modeling
! Feedback cycles: action steps, 

observation, debrief
! Discuss individual scholars
! Support one another

! Review formative assessment data
! Adjust instructional plans



Re-align goals and activities to new contexts.
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Many of us find ourselves in situations where 
we might be trying to accomplish the same 
things we always have, but navigating new and 
different circumstances. We learned that it’s 
critical to step back and consider both our 
contexts and our goals to decide what activities 
can be optimized in our new reality. 

When we were working on scheduling, we 
created staffing scenarios with the assumption 
that, in a hybrid model, instruction in the core 
academic subjects would occur in person in the 
main school building. It followed that related 
supports (like social-emotional learning or 
success coaching) might happen in a separate 
community building—or maybe even remotely.! 

Later, as we dug into the important role of 
success coaching, someone proposed that it 
might be more important to use in-person time 
to establish strong relationships with trusted 
adults—and that aspects of academic 
instruction might be better suited for the 
remote or asynchronous context. A light bulb 
went off for us when we realized we needed to 
take a step back to re-evaluate our first 
instincts. We needed to think more critically 
about our goals, and about the best ways to 
achieve them within our new circumstances.

Re-align goals and activities to new contexts.

We’re looking at staggered shifts of 
in-person, brick and mortar instruction.

Staff and Student Schedules
The New Constraint of Social Distance

Main School Building

Core academic 
instruction is received by a 
particular instructional grouping 
in person in the Main School 
Building.

Annex Building

Related support and 
services, social and 
emotional support, 
success coaching, and 
other types of related 
instruction are also delivered 
in-person, but outside of the 
main classroom building. 

Home

Remote learning that is linked 
to the core academic 
instruction in the Main 
School Building can happen at 
home or in a community 
context.

Remote learning that is linked 



Reframe challenges as opportunities.
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In business and innovation, we talk a lot about 
framing problems as opportunities. While this 
perspective is positive and often productive, it 
can seem disingenuous, even callous, to suggest 
reframing a global crisis as an opportunity.! 

In this case, we believe the key is to try our best 
to suspend the frustration and disappointment 
we feel about circumstances that are beyond our 
control, and to find ways to do the best we can 
given the current reality. In design, we know 
that constraints often foster creativity, so we can 
even challenge ourselves to keep an eye out for 
opportunities within these new constraints. 

This image shows the “Front Porch” concept—
an idea that came out of the facilities charrette 
that exemplifies how new opportunities can 
emerge from significant challenges. 

In a typical year, the sidewalk in front of the 
school in the morning would be crowded with 
students funneling through the main entrance. 
Brooklyn LAB had to consider the new 
requirements of performing the necessary safety 
screenings and maintaining social distance while 
getting students into the school in a reasonable 
amount of time.!

Reframe challenges as opportunities.



In the facilities charrette, the team proposed 
using scaffolding to quickly and inexpensively 
erect a sheltered area for the students to queue 
for entry. They designed a scaffolding structure 
that was pleasing and that enhanced—rather 
than detracted from—the surrounding 
neighborhood.  

They began to consider new opportunities to 
create a space that would make for a calmer 
morning entry, giving the students a time to get 
ready to face the day. Interesting ideas 
emerged about how to use this as a place to 
engage with the students, check in on their 
well-being, showcase their work, and possibly 
even offer a grab-and-go breakfast. 

The Front Porch project went from concept to a 
testable working prototype in about six weeks. 
It’s likely that the school will keep the Front 
Porch even after the pandemic ends, using it as 
a gathering space that serves as a bridge 
between the school and the wider community.

Reframe challenges as opportunities.



Looking beyond the silver lining, many of our 
stakeholders and participating experts 
emphasized that, in many cases, the challenges 
we face due to COVID-19 have merely exposed 
practices and systems that were already failing 
to achieve the intended results.  

Now that these issues have come to the 
surface, we can seek to intentionally disrupt 
and redesign practices that have traditionally 
led to opportunity gaps for students. What 
have we been doing out of habit that’s actually 
not serving us well? This watershed moment is 
an excellent opportunity to reconsider our 
strategies and tactics.

How might we intentionally disrupt practices 
that have led to opportunity gaps for students?

Reframe challenges as opportunities.



Consider the cumulative impact of decisions.
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This idea was not necessarily new to us, but we 
saw some good examples of how and why it 
can be important—particularly when we’re 
designing in complex spaces or domains.! 

We can often be guilty of working through 
design decisions logically and step by step. 
Each individual decision might be sound and 
even make perfect sense. But if we forget to 
step back and consider the cumulative impact 
of our decisions, the results can end up being a 
far cry from what we’d intended.! 

In design, we have tools like personas, 
scenarios, and journey mapping that can help 
us consider how things will play out in real life. 
Brooklyn LAB worked with the Community 
Success Institute to develop a set of personas 
that would help the school better understand 
and communicate what students’ experiences 
might be like in this academic year. 

What Situations Will Students Face? | Student Scenarios

Isabel Diaz
! Struggles with 

changing 
circumstances

! English as a New 
Language

! Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) 
for a specific learning 
disability 

! Lacks bandwidth 

Sarah Diaz
! Has a health 

impairment
! Access to college 

counselor
! Lacks bandwidth 
! Loss of peer group 
! Earn money for family

Jason Ai
! Autism in changing 

environments 
! School check-in and mask-

wearing is difficult
! Occupational therapy 

at home
! At high risk if infected 

by virus
! Parents require childcare

Dillon Baker
! Faces housing insecurity 

with fluctuating housing 
! Parent works away from 

home
! Academic excellence is 

hampered by changing 
schools

! Not initially allowed to 
attend in person

Sam Brauer
! Struggles with anxiety 

and depression
! Art room is safe space
! At-risk being away 

from school
! Musical instrument 

at-home
! Trusted adult at school

Jason Ai

| Student Scenarios

Sarah DiazIsabel Diaz

LAB

Personas by

Consider the cumulative impact of decisions.



For each student, the team sketched out some 
brief biographical information, identified 
important people in that student’s life, and 
shared stories about specific challenges that 
student might face.! 

Often things that seem simple and direct in 
isolation can become complex and 
overwhelming when they all add up. It’s 
important to remember that the decisions we 
make are experienced cumulatively in a 
broader context. Design tools and methods can 
be extremely useful for putting us in touch with 
what happens in the real world. 

What Situations Will Students Face? | Student Scenarios

Isabel Diaz
! Struggles with 

changing 
circumstances

! English as a New 
Language

! Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) 
for a specific learning 
disability 

! Lacks bandwidth 

Sarah Diaz
! Has a health 

impairment
! Access to college 

counselor
! Lacks bandwidth 
! Loss of peer group 
! Earn money for family

Jason Ai
! Autism in changing 

environments 
! School check-in and mask-

wearing is difficult
! Occupational therapy 

at home
! At high risk if infected 

by virus
! Parents require childcare

Dillon Baker
! Faces housing insecurity 

with fluctuating housing 
! Parent works away from 

home
! Academic excellence is 

hampered by changing 
schools

! Not initially allowed to 
attend in person

Sam Brauer
! Struggles with anxiety 

and depression
! Art room is safe space
! At-risk being away 

from school
! Musical instrument 

at-home
! Trusted adult at school

Jason Ai

| Student Scenarios

Sarah DiazIsabel Diaz

LAB

Personas by

Meet Isabel Diaz | Changing Circumstances
“Hi, my name is Isabel. I live in Washington Heights in NYC. 
I am in 3rd grade.

My sister sets up my video classes between her work and 
school. Sometimes our internet isn’t strong enough for both of 
us to be online at the same time. My speech therapist at school 
is the person that helps me the most—she teaches me English, 
listens to my feelings, and helps me to figure out school. This 
year, I have a success coach. 

I hope that we keep going to school. If we don’t, how will I get 
the help I need?” 

! Hybrid (1 day in person/4 at home)
! English as a New Language
! Individualized Education Plan for a specific learning disability
! Speech therapist
! Mom is an essential worker
! Family will quarantine if anyone gets sick

LAB

Personas by

Meet Isabel Diaz | Changing Circumstances
Family members, 
caregivers and 
educators are doing 
their best to support 
students during a 
challenging year.

grandma

father
mother

siblings

At home In school

Isabel

Speech and language
pathologist

Math teacher

siblings

father

In school

Success coach
(reading interventionist)

LAB

Personas by

Meet Isabel Diaz | Changing Circumstances
Schools should design 
support roles to put 
student experience and 
needs at the center.

Isabel
Success coach

(reading interventionist)

Hybrid and remote learning

LAB

Personas by

In school

Consider the cumulative impact of decisions.
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Human relationships are the antidote to stress.

1. For a full explanation, see https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-
cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/ 

We learned that context—the environments, 
experiences, and relationships in our lives—is 
the primary driver of who we become, 
including the expression of our genes. Fewer 
than 10%!of the 20,000+ genes in our DNA are 
ever expressed in our lifetimes. Genes are 
chemical followers; they are triggered into 
expression by what we experience.! 

The brain is a dynamic living structure that is 
the most susceptible to change from 
experience of any tissue in the human body. 
The limbic system, shown here, is the learning 
center of the brain. These three structures are 
cross-wired and interdependent, and are 
covered in receptors for two hormones. 

Cortisol is a stress hormone. It triggers the 
“fight, flight, or freeze” response, and makes 
you alert, sharp, and focused. It helps you 
prepare and perform. But ongoing stress that is 
not buffered can result in toxic stress. Children 
who experience multiple adverse experiences 
(or trauma) can get stuck in a state of biological 
stress. These children struggle to focus and are 
easily triggered.1 

https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/
https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/
https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/


Human relationships are the antidote to stress.

1. For a full explanation, see https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-
cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/ 

But oxytocin is the trust and love hormone.  
It hits the same structures of the limbic system 
as cortisol—yet is more powerful. Relationships 
that are strong, consistent, positive, and caring 
can trigger release of oxytocin. This hormone 
helps us manage stress, prevents damage from 
cortisol, and even makes us more resilient to 
future stress. It can protect children at a cellular 
level from the damaging effects of cortisol.1  

This year, Brooklyn LAB has recruited teachers, 
staff members, and even community volunteers 
to serve as coaches who are charged with 
helping students learn in any scenario, navigate 
uncertainty, and cultivate resilience. Every 
student has a success coach who is there to 
forge a strong personal relationship, and to 
provide the right support at the right time. 

Another core part of this approach is to make 
sure every adult in the school building—
teachers, staff, coaches, and mentors—knows 
that their number one responsibility is to form 
strong, positive relationships with students.

https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/
https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/
https://turnaroundusa.org/video/pamela-cantor-delivers-keynote-to-washington-dc-public-school-leaders/


What we did

Focus on preparation over planning.4

Prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable.5

Create and share scenarios.3

Constrain the space, focus the challenge.1

Bring a variety of viewpoints to the table.2



What we learned

Realign goals and activities to new contexts.

Focus on the fundamentals.

Consider the cumulative impact of decisions.

Human relationships are the antidote to stress.

Reframe challenges as opportunities.

4

5

3

1

2



equitybydesign.org

To learn more about the work Brooklyn LAB is 
doing to promote the safe and equitable 
reopening of schools during COVID-19, please visit



Raelynn O’Leary 
r.oleary@dezudio.com

Ashley Deal 
a.deal@dezudio.com

If you’re interested in more detail about anything 
in this document, we hope you’ll reach out.


Thank you!




