
Podcast:  Finding  Awe  While
Learning

I heard about a great experience illustrating awe in learning
that was shared by a group of middle school students and their
teacher in Grand Island, New York. They joined me on this
podcast sharing their reflections and insights. As you hear
their story consider where these elements of Awe appeared:

Awe occurs when we experience something much larger than
ourselves
Awe leads to the need to reframe one’s understanding of
the world.
Awe often brings forth emotions of humility, gratitude,
and compassion.
Awe is linked to prosocial behavior: people are more
likely to help others after experiencing awe.

Connect with the teacher, Lora Randles: lorarandles@gicsd.org

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!
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Podcast Transcript:

[00:00:00.000] – Steve [Intro]
Welcome to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast. As
instructional coaches and school leaders, you are tasked with
guiding continuous teacher growth to create student success.
This  podcast  looks  to  support  you  with  strategies  from
experienced  guests,  as  well  as  my  own  insights  that  I’ve
gathered over the years. I’m thrilled to have you with us.
Thanks for tuning in.

[00:00:29.540] – Steve
Find Leading Awe While Learning. While I’ve been involved in
writing a chapter for a book about awe in learning, I heard
about a great experience generated by a group of middle school
students in Grand Island in New York and their teachers. Their
superintendent posted about their work with a note that said,
“The  students  were  learning  with  heart  and  leading  with
purpose.”  As  you  hear  their  story,  consider  where  these
elements  of  awe  connect.  Awe  occurs  when  we  experience
something much larger than ourselves. Awe leads to the need to
reframe one’s understanding of the world. Awe often brings
forth emotions of humility, gratitude, and compassion. Lastly,
awe is linked to pro-social behavior. People are more likely
to help each other after experiencing awe. I’m excited to have
Lora Randalls, an ELA middle school teacher, and her students,
Fiona and Logan, sharing their stories with us today on the
podcast.

[00:01:49.540] – Steve
Welcome, folks, and thanks so much for joining us.

[00:01:52.840] – Lora
Hi. Thanks for having us.

[00:01:55.220] – Steve
Lora, you shared with me earlier that this unit, built around
the book, “A Long Walk to Water,” has been part of your



instruction at the school for a few years. Would you share
with us how it was selected and what you’ve learned about the
power of the book across the years with students?

[00:02:16.540] – Lora
So it was about 16 years ago, and New York State had just
started implementing this new curriculum and one of the books
in their curriculum, they called them Modules – and they were
leaning towards these four modules. And one of the books in a
module was “A Long Walk to Water.” And I had never read the
book before, but as I began delving into these new standards,
I started by reading the book. And if you want to talk about
an awe moment as an educator, it’s actually sitting in a staff
development, probably should have been paying more attention
to the speaker, but got caught up in this book, which is an
appropriate middle school level. So I ended up finishing it in
that setting and thinking to myself, I don’t love the module
that New York State’s prepared, but this book’s a keeper. And
I knew from that moment on that this book was going to be both
changing in my life as an educator, but also for the lives of
my students. But what it did is just so much more than I could
have ever anticipated – this impact that it’s had on them and
me personally in my life as well.

[00:03:30.000] – Steve
Logan, as you read the book, what impact did it have on you?

[00:03:38.620] – Logan
When I was reading the book, it was just very wild to think
that kids my age were going through that stuff. I go to
school, I go home, I have fun. And kids over in South Sudan
were running from wars and stuff. And it was really wild to
think about, but just hearing saw the story was so impactful.
He’s just such a powerful person. He came from being in war,
being in this war-set environment to now helping everyone in
South Sudan and those places without water. It’s just super
changing of what he’s done.



[00:04:23.280] – Steve
Fiona,  talk  about  a  piece  that  especially  caught  your
attention.

[00:04:28.900] – Fiona
Just how lucky we are to have running power and electricity
and  heat  and  water  and  air  conditioning  because  it  never
really occurred to me how lucky we are because these kids have
to go and get a bucket and fetch water every single day for
their village. And even when they go and walk the entire day
to  get  the  water,  it’s  filled  with  harmful  bacterias  and
sicknesses. And so that’s just a really big struggle. And I
didn’t really realize how lucky we are to have clean water and
fresh water, and that we don’t have to spend our entire day
walking to get water that’s just filled with bacteria and
that’s going to make us sick anyways.

[00:05:13.600] – Steve
Lora, what led to the move from reading the book to the
decision to engage in the Water for South Sudan project?

[00:05:23.520] – Lora
Well, I feel like I would be amiss if I didn’t say a little
bit about the book.

[00:05:28.240] – Steve
Yeah, please.

[00:05:29.400] – Lora
Okay. The book itself was written by Linda Sue Park. Salva is
a true person. He was a Sudanese refugee who became known as
the Lost Boys back in the ’80s. When these boys from South
Sudan were relocated to America, they began their lives here.
As Logan said, Salva has now dedicated his life to bring water
back to the people of his original country. Reading the book,
Salva as a real person, and he speaks it like engagements,
church, civic organizations, schools, and he had to gather a
lot of money to get his project started. It just so happened



that Newbury, a winning author, Linda Sue Park, was in the
audience at a church in Rochester when Salva was speaking. She
was so moved by his story that she decided she wanted to write
a biography about him. But she wanted to write it for middle
school  students  as  that  was  Salva’s  age  when  his  journey
began. So as Salva gets separated from his family at about 11
years old, he flees to what they call in Africa as the Bush,
only to never return home. And Salva travels for 11 years over
thousands of miles of the wild truck of Africa swamp lands,
areas inhabited by dangerous lions, crossing rivers filled
with crocodiles to different refugee camps, only to find life
they’re not as much better than just his survival in the wild.

[00:07:16.320] – Lora
When the United States found out that this was happening in
other countries around the world, they started to bring these
Sudanese refugee kids over to America. But they couldn’t have
been  a  soldier.  They  had  to  be  orphans.  And  Salva  met
criteria, and they had to have a vision. They wanted to bring
something to America. They wanted these people to come to get
educated. And Salva learned English from one of the workers in
the park. So he comes to America, and he’s relocated right
here in Rochester. And the family that he lives with helps him
adjust  to  life  in  America.  He  goes  to  Monroe  Community
College, graduates with a business degree. And then all of a
sudden, after he’s lived in America about six, seven years, he
checks his email. This is a fun point in our lesson when we’re
like, How far Salva has come? Now that he’s checking his
email.

[00:08:06.270] – Steve
[laughter]

[00:08:06.860] – Lora
He realizes that an old cousin from his back in Sudan says he
thinks that he’s found his father at a clinic suffering from
some waterborne illness from drinking the water. Salva and his
new family in the United States help him get all the paperwork



in order.

[00:08:24.410] – Lora
He travels back to South Sudan, finds out, yes, this, in fact,
is his father. He gets spend a week with his father. It’s very
moving. It’s a very powerful moment. And Salva then has to
return to the United States, not knowing if he’ll ever see his
father again. So at this point in Salva’s life, he realizes he
wants to give back. He wants to do something. And his dream is
he wants to bring water to the people of South Sudan. So
things like that are happening to his father don’t happen to
others.  So  to  do  this,  Salva  needs  to  start  a  nonprofit
organization, and he needs to do it from scratch. He needs to
start at the beginning. So he starts, as I started my story,
by talking to civic organizations and schools. And it takes
him a lot of years to raise enough money to bring his first
well to South Sudan, which would be built in his original
village of Lunarik, and where he was reunited with his mother
and his sisters that he hadn’t seen at that point in over 20
years. So at this point now, after all these years have gone
by, and Water for South Sudan has now been up and running for
about 20 years, he’s brought more than 600 wells to South
Sudan.

[00:09:41.980] – Lora
He teaches hygiene with water, planting crops with water, how
to preserve water, how to maintain wells, and all of these
components. And the well is never to be used just for one
village, and they have to share it with anybody who comes. So
Linda Sue Park writes this manuscript, and it’s 900 pages.
She’s  like,  okay,  this  isn’t  going  to  apply  with  middle
schoolers.

[00:10:07.650] – Steve
[laughter]

[00:10:07.650] – Lora
This is a fabulous story of Salva’s life. She goes back to the



drawing board, and I tell my students this, too, not once, not
twice, nine times.

[00:10:17.260] – Steve
Oh, wow.

[00:10:18.050] – Lora
Nine times until she gets this version of Salva’s story that
she’s satisfied with. So it’s condensed to about 120 pages.
She’s still not satisfied. Linda Sue Park says there’s just
something missing. She goes, yes, this is a story about Salva,
about water. But when we’ve learned about the water in Africa,
it’s really the girls whose lives revolve around the fetching,
the gathering of water, the boiling of water, washing with
water. The girls are the ones who have to transport using
their lives. The boys hunt. They are more likely to get an
education. So Linda Sue Park created a composite character.
She created a fictional character, a girl about Salva’s age,
and she named her Nia, which is just a popular name in South
Sudan.

[00:11:07.960] – Lora
Nia’s story was told at the beginning of every chapter, much
shorter, maybe a page to two pages, just telling about Nia’s
very monotonous, very mundane life of gathering water, coming
back for lunch, gathering water again, having to teach her
little  sister  how  to  gather  the  water,  her  little  sister
becoming ill during the rainy sees in them having to move to
an area closer to a lake bed. But then there’s tribal wars on
top of the Civil War. So there’s all these components going
into the story. So at the end of the book, When Salva is
working on building his wells, Nia is from a rival tribe. So
at the end of the book, the little girl Nia is asking her,
Uncle, why did Salva bring the water to our village? Why would
it Dinka to bring water to the newer tribe. Her uncle said,
Well, he wants to bring water to all the people of South
Sudan, not just to his own tribe, the Dinka. At the end of the
book, Linda Sue Parks creates this very moving moment when Nia



goes up to Salva and thanks him for bringing the water. I cry
every year.

[00:12:20.040] – Lora
It’s just such a lovely full circle moment. At this point,
these kids are engaged. They’re engaged in Nia’s story, even
though it’s fictional, they can relate to this arduous task of
having to gather water day in and day out, and they see what
Salva has done in the world to make a difference. That is the
story of why Linda Sue Park wrote the book. Now, her and Salva
are very close. They do speaking engagements together. Prior
to these students I have with me today, Logan and Fiona, we
actually taken a group of students that we were able to see
Linda Linda Sue Park and Salva together and talking about the
creation of the book. I’m going to let Logan tell you a little
bit about when we saw Salva this last time and how his message
now has changed a little bit, if that’s appropriate for this
point in the conversation?

[00:13:18.900] – Steve
Yeah, I have to tell you, I’m awed. I’m awed listening to the
story from you, and I love the passing on of awe. Linda Sue
Park gets odd the first time she hears Salva, and then she
writes the book that puts you into awe, and now you’ve got
this great opportunity sharing it with the kids. I’d love to
hear Logan’s insights.

[00:13:44.600] – Lora
This year, Salva came – it was a Sunday, so we couldn’t take a
field trip. So voluntarily, students were able to just go hear
him speak at a local church. So Logan was one of the students
who came out to meet Salva. So I’ll him tell you about that
day.

[00:14:01.680] – Logan
So I remember going in there and then just actually seeing him
in person was just like, wow. Because you think about all that
he’s went through, and now he’s here in front of you, telling



you about what he’s doing with the water for South Sudan and
everything. Then after he was done explaining how he helps
people and makes wells, he actually sat down and then he would
sign books and meet people. There was a line to him because,
of course, there’s a line. Then it was so big. To just think,
when I was getting closer to it, I think, I’m going to meet
him. It’s just so like, wow, like what I said before, of what
he’s been through, and now I’m going to shake his hand and
stuff.

[00:14:53.140] – Steve
You’ve given a great description of awe for our listeners.

[00:14:58.120] – Lora
Definitely. He’s very great gracious. One of my students who
drew him a picture, and Salva was kind enough to let my
student bring the picture up for him. He’s like, Salva, I drew
this picture for you, and he was very gracious, and it was
very sweet.

[00:15:16.120] – Steve
Fiona, I’m wondering, how did you get engaged with raising the
funds that your class raised?

[00:15:25.340] – Fiona
I went home that day and I was telling my parents Salva’s
story, and they were very touched by it. And so I also called
up some of my relatives, and I told them Salva’s story and
just how hard his life was and how hard life is still for
people in Sudan. And they were crying on the phone. They were
so touched and awed by his story. So they donated to the
fundraiser. And we did a walk the entire seventh grade, our
entire team. We did a walk around the track a few times. It
was in the hot sun. And I couldn’t imagine walking in the hot
sun every day to get water for your entire village because I
was barely walking in the hot heat on our track because it was
so hot. But we walked for water, and we did that all as a
community. It was a really cool thing to just see so many



people get together and actually care about his story and what
it means.

[00:16:27.140] – Steve
I really hear the awe experience keeps rippling out to other
people getting engaged in it.

[00:16:37.720] – Lora
One of the local Aquanis Club heard about the story, and then
they donated a couple of thousand dollars to support the kids.
So by the end of the walk, the kids had raised all of this
money going towards a second well that we would bring to South
Sudan. And so we were really proud of them.

[00:17:00.660] – Steve
Very cool. I’m wondering, Logan and Fiona, do other times at
school and other projects that you’ve been engaged in, can you
connect to another time that you got that awe experience?
Anything come to mind?

[00:17:22.180] – Logan
It was actually in Mrs. Randall’s classroom again. At the
beginning of the year, we were reading this book called “The
Outsiders,” and It’s like the whole book’s made up, but it’s
about the Greasers back in the ’60s. I did not expect it to
turn out how it did. I love the book so much. I had to buy the
copy of it. I’m actually going to see the Outsiders play this
weekend.

[00:17:55.620] – Steve
Very cool.

[00:17:56.370] – Lora
The Outsiders, the Broadway musical is Buffalo this week.

[00:18:01.080] – Steve
Oh, wow.

[00:18:01.890] – Lora



The Outsiders’ book, I’ll let you, Fiona tell you a little
about it, but it’s just a great novel in not judging a book by
its cover. It’s these really poor, beat-up-looking kids, and
the rich, popular kids taunt them and jump them and things.
It’s just a really great book for the kids as well.

[00:18:26.660] – Steve
Fiona, I’m wondering what words of advice you might offer to
teachers as well as students about the opportunities to be
engaged in those kinds of learning experiences that create
awe?

[00:18:45.700] – Fiona
Just that it’s very important to learn about other people’s
stories and points of view because you don’t really know what
others are going through because you can’t really tell until
you read about it or they tell you about it. I feel like
reading a story about somebody else’s life, it doesn’t even
have  to  be  “A  Long  Walk  to  Water.”  Another  book  about
somebody’s  struggles  during  a  hard  time  or  some  event  in
history can really help you open your eyes and see what’s
going on in the world around you and what happened in the
world around you. It can make us learn from that and move on
from that.

[00:19:28.380] – Lora
I know in eighth grade, you’re going to read Diary of Anne
Frank, so that might be impactful, too.

[00:19:33.240] – Steve
For sure. Fiona, I want to tell you, you just gave a great
description  that  matches  what  the  researchers  are  writing
about awe, and that it gives you a perspective of the world
around you that you didn’t have before. You clearly labeled
that. Logan, any words of advice to teachers and students
about these kinds of learning opportunities?

[00:20:04.900] – Logan



I mean, some of the most important things with teachers is the
teachers have to… They cannot just read the book and be done
with it. They have to incorporate some of the book with their
classes, and they have to actually make the book fun. Because
during “A Long Walk to Water,” when we first started reading
it or we walked around the school with holding a water while
walking.

[00:20:35.350] – Lora
We also made these hay canoe things, which it’s taking that
stuff from the book and turning it into something that you
could do in class just makes learning about it so much better.

[00:20:48.640] – Logan
So you’re not just sitting there bored out of your mind. You
get to actually not experience it, but kind of experience it.

[00:20:57.220] – Steve
Well, Logan and Fiona, I I can tell you the two of you are
ready to do a workshop for teachers. I’ll look to sign you up.
I’ll tell you this, you’re giving your teacher awe as she gets
to listen to you because I can sit here and watch it happening
on the screen. Lora, I’m just wondering any closing thoughts
of advice you’d give to teachers about stepping into these
kinds of opportunities?

[00:21:28.740] – Lora
Well, I feel like this book really speaks for yourself itself,
and it touches a lot of people. Taking that little extra step
and connecting with Water for South Sudan network – they give
a  lot  of  educational  opportunities  communities,  and  they
provide a lot of different ways for educators. So whether it
be a walk for water, they have a literal walk for water,
sorry. They have what’s called the Iron Draft Challenge. So
schools are able to raise funds and if you raise a certain
amount, you can win a visit with Salva, or you can win a visit
with Linda Sue Park. So they offer incentives. Because of the
popularity of the book, it’s really been the success of Water



for South Sudan. And then they give other ideas just for
curriculum, and they also give different ideas for fundraisers
for kids to try to help, even if kids are… I mean, our
fundraisers turned into something school-wide and something
rather big. But even if it’s a small fundraiser where students
are raising $20, it’s still showing the students the power of
giving, the power of that they are able to do something, that
this doesn’t have to happen. This is what’s happening in the
world, and they can make a difference.

[00:22:48.850] – Lora
I tell them the story, I’m Salva’s age exactly. While I’m
teaching the story, I refer to Salva as 11-year-old, and he’s
escaping in the bush running for his life and finding water,
finding  food,  hiding  from  soldiers,  trying  not  to  get
kidnapped. So he has to fight. And I went to middle school
like them. And the next year, when Salva lived in a refugee
camp, I went to high school where they’re going to go. And I
tell them this is the year that, to remember the song “We Are
the World?” “We Are the World” gets released. So at this
point, it was directly talking about the children of Ethiopia.
But as middle school students ourselves, we didn’t know that
there was a crisis in Africa, the same as these kids. And it
wasn’t until that time in my life that I realized that there
are people in the world that don’t have food, that don’t have
water. Just from this song, “We are the World,” that brought a
lot  of  awareness.  I  feel  like  the  book  brings  a  lot  of
awareness. The organization Water for South Sudan, it’s not
just fundraising. When you’re walking around with a T-shirt
on, you bring an awareness to these causes that are bigger
than  you  and  things  that  humble  you  and  make  you  really
appreciate what you have and the life that you’ve been given.

[00:24:13.160] – Steve
You’ve just labeled awe. Bigger than you. Appreciate. It’s
very, very powerful. Lora, I’m wondering, is there a way that
you’d be okay with any listeners touching base with you if



they had questions and wanted to learn more you?

[00:24:30.940] – Lora
Sure, of course. They could email me right at my school email
address, which is just my full name. Again, none of my name is
spelled normal, so lorarandles@gicsd.org.

[00:24:57.160] – Steve
Thank  you  so  much.  And  extend  a  thank  you  to  your
superintendent for putting the post on LinkedIn and allowing
me to find out about it.

[00:25:04.800] – Lora
I will. Thank you so much.

[00:25:08.000] – Steve [Outro]
Thanks for listening, folks. I’d love to hear what you’re
pondering. You can find me on Twitter or LinkedIn at Steve
Barkley, or send me your questions and find my videos and
blogs at barkleypd.com.

 

Leadership  for  Hope,  Trust,
Compassion, and Stability
Gallop  has  released  (2025)  Global  Leadership  Report:  What
Followers Want which contains some areas for school leaders
and  coaches  at  all  levels  to  consider  as  we  examine  our
practices and development.

“This research into followers’ needs does not, on its own,
answer the broader question of what makes a good leader. The
answer  lies  in  a  holistic  combination  of  leaders  knowing
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themselves, the demands of their role and the needs of their
followers. But if a leader does not first understand what
followers expect and need, their ability to lead successfully
is called into question.” (Gallop pg.13)

What followers need.

Hope – The need to feel positive about the future and1.
for leaders to provide a clear direction.
Trust – The need for honesty, respect and integrity.2.
Compassion – The need to feel cared about and listened3.
to.
Stability -The need for psychological safety and secure4.
foundations during times of uncertainty.

Hope stands out as the dominant need across followers, with
56% of all attributes tied to positive leaders grouping into
this  theme  —  particularly  the  attributes  of  inspiration,
vision and personal integrity. Hope is a powerful motivator;
it  gives  followers  something  better  to  look  forward  to,
enabling  them  to  navigate  challenges  and  work  toward  a
brighter  future.  Without  hope,  people  can  disengage,  lose
confidence and become less resilient. (Gallop pg 21)

Hope is more than a passive wish; it is an active force that
propels  individuals  toward  their  goals.  It  inspires  both
teachers and students to strive for excellence, fostering an
atmosphere where challenges are viewed as opportunities for
growth.  Dr.  Shane  J.  Lopez,  a  prominent  psychologist,
emphasized that hopeful students envision a better future and
believe in their capacity to shape it. Certainly, the same is
true for teachers. Without hope, individuals may disengage,
lose confidence, and become less resilient.

When working in coaching roles,

We build hope by assisting a coachee in identifying a
goal, a preferred future….. something to hope for.
We identify, preferably in a co-constructed approach, a



pathway, even better alternative pathways to achieve the
goal.
We increase agency (a belief that a pathway can lead to
the goal being achieved) by identifying indicators of
progress.

Jim Knight reinforces the building of hope in this short video
clip.

Trust  involves  honesty,  respect,  and  integrity.  For
instructional coaches and principals, cultivating trust means
being  transparent  in  decision-making,  honoring  commitments,
and  respecting  the  contributions  of  all  staff  members.  A
trustworthy  environment  encourages  open  communication  and
collaboration, essential components for school success.

A NWEA blog, Beyond the bowl of chocolates: How to build trust
in instructional coaching relationships states, “Through the
consistent  application  of  partnership,  reliability,
consistency,  confidentiality,  warmth,  character,  and
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stewardship, you can pave the way for transformative growth in
the teachers you work with. It’s in these intentional actions
and genuine connections that trust takes root, creating a
fertile ground for teachers to flourish in their professional
endeavors.”

               “Without trust, there
could be no coaching.”

                  (Lindsay Deacon and
Angela Scotto Harkness, (EduCoach

Survival)
Compassion in leadership is about recognizing and addressing
the individual needs and challenges of the coachee. Leaders
who  demonstrate  compassion  create  a  supportive  atmosphere
where  individuals  feel  valued  and  understood,  leading  to
increased motivation and engagement.

A blog by Van Oostens, Boyatzis, and Smith, describes coaching
with compassion, “as helping others to uncover or discover
their ideas, feelings, hopes, and dreams and then supporting
them  in  their  efforts  to  adapt  and  change.  This  approach
emphasizes the needs of the individual or group, rather than
the agenda of the leader, and prioritizes building a resonant
relationship  with  others.  A  resonant  relationship  is  one
anchored in mutual trust, where the leader takes intentional
steps to notice people’s efforts and express gratitude, as
well as suspend judgment and deeply listen.”

Stability  requires  psychological  safety  within  the  coach-
coachee  partnership.  The  Psych  Safety  website  defines
psychological safety as the belief, that we are safe to take
interpersonal risks.  We are able to speak up with ideas,
questions, concerns and mistakes, and won’t suffer negative
social or professional consequences as a result. Stability

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_support_the_people_you_lead_in_times_of_uncertainty
https://psychsafety.com/the-definition-of-psychological-safety/


supports  building  a  co-constructivist  coaching  relationship
described by Dr Rachel Lofthouse:

“The coach and coachee collaboratively develop ideas, building
on  successive  contributions  of  their  partner.  There  is  a
significant  focus  on  enhancing  learning  opportunities.  The
questions they ask each other allow them to explore their own
understandings. Through reflection on and responding to each
other’s  contributions,  they  identify  alternative  pedagogic
approaches.  This  leads  to  exploratory  talk  related  to
opportunities for professional learning and development and
the ways they might analyze the impact on pupils’ progress. As
such this is a knowledge-creating process.”

By integrating hope, trust, compassion, and stability into our
leadership  and  coaching  approaches,  we  can  significantly
enhance  learning,  leading  to  improved  outcomes  for  both
educators and students. Hope is the catalyst that transforms
potential  into  progress,  ensuring  that  every  learner  sees
possibilities within their journey.

Podcast  for  Parents:
Parenting  on  an  Uncharted
Journey
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Jeff Kubiak, the author of, “One Drop of Kindness” and “It’s
Me” explores the impact of the quarantine on children and
young people and how we as parents and grandparents can best
support them. A discussion around building characteristics of
kindness and compassion is included.

Find Jeff’s books and resources here.

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!

PODCAST TRANSCRIPTSteve [Intro]: 00:01 Hello and welcome to the
Parent Wellbeing and Student Learning During School Closures
Edition of the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast. With
the extended closing of schools, we as parents have entered
into a new territory regarding what we have known as “school
learning.” With this and future podcasts, I’ll look to share
my experiences as a teacher, educator, parent, grandparent,
and continuous learner.
Steve: 00:33 Parenting on an uncharted journey. Today, we’re
joined  on  the  podcast  by  Jeff  Kubiak,  a  current  school
administrator, parent, and the author of children’s books that
share  stories  of  failures,  success,  resilience,  and
empowerment.  Jeff,  can  you  share  a  little  bit  about  your
background and the personal wishes or goals that you have for
your engagement in the writing work that you’re doing?

Jeff: 01:04 Definitely. First of all, I want to say thank you
for allowing me the opportunity to hang out and chat with you.

https://www.jeffkubiak.com/
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/steve-barkley-ponders-out-loud/id1254070860?mt=2
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/steve-barkley-ponders-out-loud/id1254070860?mt=2
http://barkleypd.com


So, you know, as a current educator, a former teacher, a
coach, a parent, a brother, a son, you know, I’ve experienced
a lot of different things that people have, but perhaps don’t
share. And so, you know, I struggled with school as a kid. I
was a bully. I was bullied. I was a successful athlete. I’ve
had a lot of successes, a lot of failures, and I always
believe that we can do better to help others do better. And,
you know, kindness is such a kind of an easy word to use, but
it’s not as easy to find and we all do have kindness in our
hearts. Some people have to dig a little bit deeper.

Jeff: 01:54 And so, I love blogging and I love sharing words
and trying to help others become better. And so I decided to
try to write a book and, you know, talk about failure – I sent
out the manuscript to tons of different people.
Steve: 02:09 [laughter]

Jeff: 02:09 – lots of rejections. And then I was blessed to
connect with Sarah – Dr. Sarah Thomas of edumatch and we took
a chance with each
other. She really hadn’t done any children’s books and this
was my first book. And so, you know, you go through all these
iterations and months and months, and boom, you have a book.
And “The Power of Kindness” was quickly embraced by a lot of
people. And my second book, “It’s Me” are true vignettes.
There’s 21 little vignettes, poems, stories written by real
students,  people,  educators,  that  have  been  prejudiced,
labeled  biased,  and  you  know,  in  groups  that  have  been
oppressed and trying to bring voice and empowerment and really
see  each  other  through  the  lens  and  get  rid  of  our
colorblindness. And so, my main reason for writing is try to
make the world a better place. You know, I make about 2 cents
a book and that’s not the reason I do it. I want to make life
better so…

Steve: 03:12 So Jeff, as a school administrator and as a
parent with your own kids in school, I’m wondering how you’re
seeing the whole pandemic quarantine impacting children and



young people. And I guess along with that, how should we as
parents and grandparents be consciously doing the best weekend
to support our young people?

Jeff: 03:45 Yeah. You know, it’s not been easy and it’s been
terribly difficult for many. And, you know, I see it through a
lot of different lenses. I see it as a parent with both my
children,  a  sixth  and  a  10th  grader  getting  by,  but
struggling. I see it as an educator on campus every day with,
you know, we have two small cohorts that actually come on
campus, but the work that these teachers are doing just to –
they work so hard. They’re doing so much to navigate. The view
of those students. You know, when a student puts their camera
on and allows teachers and other students to view and be
inside their house, it’s not easy. What about the student that
has  10  people  living  in  their  one-bedroom  apartment  with
trauma going on, right?

Jeff: 04:36 And so, we have to be able to be really super
graceful and compassionate. As a parent, am I going to yell at
the teacher because they make a mistake or do this or that?
Well,  that  might  be  a  good  venue  to  have  a  one-on-one
conversation. Not in the middle of class. I need to help give
my students grace. Look at our teen suicide rate right now is
going through the roof. We have kids that can’t connect with
their friends, they can’t hang out, they can’t normalize, and
we have to find ways to help them do that. Exercise, vitamin
D, you know, humor. Like, we got to find different ways for
them to kind of reach out. And then parents, let’s educate
yourself, talk to other people, reach out. And, you know,
let’s have some grace. Like, don’t yell at people like, “hey,
I think schools should be reopened for students.” And remember
that there are teachers that are afraid, there are students
that are afraid there are parents – there’s no one way to do
it, right? So the vaccine is going to help, you know, herd
immunity through vaccination and other ways they’re going to
help, but we have to be graceful. We have to see our way



through it because there’s no one’s done this and there’s not
one right way. And so…

Steve: 05:52 I’m hearing empathy all around as I listened to
you. And I’m wondering about the critical role of the parent
modeling that empathy that the young folks see their parent
there with that as a model.

Jeff: 06:11 Yeah. You know, we model behaviors that are good
and bad and desired and undesirable and we have to be willing
to own our mistakes and say, “Gosh, darn it. You know, I
shouldn’t  have  yelled.  I  shouldn’t  have  called  out  the
teacher. I shouldn’t have posted that blog or Facebook post.”
And so, you got to have that critical conversation with your
children because you know what? It’s okay to be afraid. It’s
okay to make mistakes. And it’s okay to try new things, but
you know what? We have to own our mistakes and say, “wow, I
reflect on that. I’m going to grow and learn and hopefully not
repeat it.”

Steve: 06:49 Yeah. On your website, I noticed that you had a
COVID kindness checklist and I thought that might be a neat
piece to share with our listeners.

Jeff: 07:00 Yeah. So, you know, at jeffkubiak.com, there are
lots of free resources and downloadables. You know, my wife is
amazing. She helps with the website and does a lot of these
things and just – they’re kind of, you know, fun, different
ways to kind of get out there and do intentional, random acts
of  kindness  or  intentional  acts  of  kindness  in  our  COVID
world. And while things are hopefully heading to improved and
you know, betterment, we still have to kind of be aware of our
challenges and so different ways to explore spreading those
ripples of kindness.

Steve: 07:41 I, as a grandparent, was lucky enough to have my
daughter share with me early in the pandemic happening, my
grandkids went out on a walk and found rocks and painted



kindness  messages  on  them  and  had  them  delivered  to  the
hospital workers near where they live and that it was great
therapy for their grandfather. Maybe as much as it was as the
kindness act to the people at the hospital.

Jeff: 08:18 Totally. That’s the neat thing too – like, I had
three fifth graders at my old school start a kindness club,
right? And so, one of the things was, you know, they hid
kindness rocks throughout the school and, you know, that’s
something you see within the community and schools, and it’s
just another opportunity to go like, “wow.” You know, make a
difference, make someone smile.

Steve: 08:37 Yeah. So as parents, we’re certainly anxious to
build  kindness  and  compassion  as  characteristics  in  our
children and I’m wondering if you have a few words of wisdom
here for us.

Jeff: 08:53 I think a big part of that is facing our own
fears,  our  own  prejudices,  our  own  biases,  and  failures,
right?  And  so,  if  we  give  ourselves  grace  and  are
compassionate with our perhaps inability to be perfect and to
not navigate in a way that we feel is the right way, it’s
okay. And so our kids, by having those conversations, they
have to see that imperfection is perfect and we need to be
okay with it and using our heart and taking time out and, you
know, give yourself five minutes and turn the lights off and
just really try to connect with yourself. But open and honest
and  being  real  with  each  other  and  especially  the  kids
nowadays, you know, they learn in a different way than we did
and that’s okay. But having them explain and help understand
while they feel, this is a great way for them to thrive or
learn  is  important  too.  So  we  share  our  fortunes  and
misfortunes and we have to be able to learn with them too. So
that’s the neat thing about being a parent.

Steve: 10:06 My wife is an elementary guidance counselor.



Jeff: 10:09 God bless her.

Steve: 10:10 And when she comes home and talks to me about the
conversations that she’s having with very young people, I
mean, preschool and
lower elementary grades, I’m actually blown away by the depth
of the kids understanding and conversation about what’s going
on in the world around them. Much deeper than I think I was as
a kid. And just sensing – really important for the parents to
be able to listen. And I guess question is the word that comes
along with it. If you listen long enough, you’ll get to that
spot or ask the questions that get you there. But I’m just
really amazed with the things that that these young people
share with my wife.

Jeff: 11:10 Yeah. There’s no doubt. You know, we have to be
able to listen to our children and our students and kids are
so much smarter than they’re given credit for and let them
drive the conversations. Let them, you know, navigate some of
their own learning and different things like that. But they’re
amazing, you know, they really are.

Steve: 11:32 So Jeff, want to tell folks a little bit about
the things that are on your website and how they can find you
there and give them the names of your books again, so they can
go looking for them?

Jeff: 11:41 Yeah. So my first book, “One Drop of Kindness,”
the second book, “It’s Me” – those and other resources can be
found  at  jeffkubiak.com.  The  books  are  available  also  at
Amazon, Barnes and Nobles, and GoodReads. But you know, the
website has different resources for kind of the themes of the
books,  you  know,  random  acts  of  kindness  and  kindness
activities, and inclusion, equity, compassion, and focus. And,
you know, I’d love to hear from you, I’m going to be putting
up a forum soon so that people can write their own “it’s me”
vignettes and share them and send them in. And so connect with
me. Let me know, can I help your school? Can I help your book



group? I’m working with a group of 50 women tonight through
their sorority and they’re doing a book group and I’m going to
kind of help them out. And so it’s just fun. It’s fun to share
and I love to help out. Thanks for the time Steve, this has
been a great chat.

Steve: 12:44 Well, thank you for everything that you shared
here, and know that I’d like to stay in touch with you. So
I’ll be coming back to your site from time to time and maybe
we can revisit and do another podcast on the road.

Jeff: 13:01 That’d be blessed, my friend. Thank you so much
and God bless you and your wife and have a great day.

Steve: 13:07 You too. Take care.

Steve  [Outro]:  13:11  Thanks  again  for  listening.  You  can
subscribe to Steve Barkley, ponders out loud on iTunes and
Podbean. And please remember to rate and review us on iTunes.
I also want to hear what you’re pondering. You can find me on
Twitter @stevebarkley, or send me your questions and find my
videos and blogs at barkleypd.com.


