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As I'write this column in late May
for a Choral Journal issue that will ar-
rive in September, we are all antic-
ipating the look of the educational
landscape. By the time you read this
article, you will be in the beginning
of the academic year attempting to
deal with physical spacing, virtu-
al classrooms, and a host of other
issues. No one really knows at this
point what the beginning of the ac-
ademic year holds.

My first inclination was to write
on curricular ideas for the virtual
classroom, or perhaps to enter the
ongoing debate of how we can safe-
ly sing. However, having recently
completed a semester in which all
of our classes were transferred to
online learning, I decided to delve
into the issue of what we can do
as choral directors and choral mu-
sic educators to tackle the issue of
Zoom fatigue in ourselves and our
students.

If you have felt drained or ex-
hausted at the end of a day of Zoom
teaching and meetings and won-
dered if you imaged it, you did not.
The further my students progressed
into the online and Zoom semester,
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the more they remarked about lack-
ing motivation. A former student of
mine, who now teaches music in a
metropolitan area, referred to his
seemingly endless meetings as Zoom
Purgatory. Zoom is a wonderful vir-
tual tool, which hopefully allows us
to achieve a level of authentic com-
munication with our students and
colleagues. However, Zoom fatigue
is much more than a byproduct of
too many meetings. Social scientists
present the view that Zoom fatigue
is the “result of the sudden mass
adoption of technology that’s dis-
rupting the normal, instinctual and
finely-tuned way of communicating
that developed to help humans sur-
vive.”!

In addition to teaching online,
we find ourselves on meetings and
social calls using Zoom. In some
cases, pausing physical contact has
caused our social lives to become
even busier and social engagements
harder to avoid.” The constant eye
contact with numerous individuals
at once compounded by the aware-
ness of one’s own facial expressions
can be exhausting in itself. Eliza-
beth Redcay, at the University of

Maryland, has discussed that many

of the nuances of in-person contact
that we crave, such as following the
direction of each other’s gaze or
mirroring each other’s gestures, are
missing from most online exchang-
es.® Therefore, we work even harder
when online to achieve authentic
communication with our students
and colleagues.

Additionally, fatigue comes from
nonstop hours at the computer.
For those of us who are required
to spend a great deal of time on
the computer researching, writing,
emailing, creating reports, commit-
tee work, and so forth, teaching on-
line means never escaping the com-
puter screen.

We love to teach. We love to
make music. We love to create. We
love to physically interact with our
students. Not being able to do all of
this in real time in a physical class-
room is frustrating, to say the least.
This adds to our feelings of fatigue.
It feels unnatural to me to teach sit-
ting down. I am sure I am not the
only one with this feeling. So how
can we minimize this feeling of fa-
tigue for ourselves and our students?
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Control Your Physical Space

When teaching, or in a physi-
cal meeting, our physical space is
defined by role and choice. When
teaching, we have an area from
which we teach. Our students have
assigned places or choose their seats.
We use the physical space as a teach-
ing tool itself. Now, the online world
is our physical space as well as where
we use technology.

Fatigue can be combated in the
online world of Zoom in several
ways. First, the Breakout Room fea-
ture allows students to be placed in
separate discussion spaces. I teach
using small groups in several of my
class, so this feature has been an ex-
cellent tool. I still assign students a
role, such as facilitator, recorder, and
reporter. Students can examine dif-
ferent excerpts of music or have an
in-depth discussion on an assigned
topic. Zoom allows the host to enter
and leave each of the smaller groups.
Also, the groups can signal the host
if they have questions or would like
input. This allows your students to
focus on fewer people and the dis-
cussion has more freedom. As host,
it allows you as the teacher to focus
on smaller groups of students at one
time on screen. And yes, Zoom al-
lows you to assign students to each
room or in a random manner. It
is limited in that, unlike walking
around a room observing multiple
small groups at one time, the host
can only be in one small group at a
time. However, it allows a freedom
that does not occur within the one
large group Zoom setting. Addition-
ally, I instruct students who are expe-
riencing fatigue to switch to a speak-
er view setting. This way they are not
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focusing on multiple individuals on
their screen at one time and can fo-
cus only on the one person speaking,

Second, especially as singers, be
mindful of your physical set up with
regards to your neck and back. Re-
member, your head weighs approxi-
mately twelve pounds. When angled
down, the strain on the neck be-
comes equal to approximately sixty
pounds. Therefore, keep your laptop
at a comfortable height. Avoid using
your cellphone for Zoom meetings,
which may tempt you to constantly
look down at the screen. Another op-
tion is to set up an external webcam
instead of using the laptop camera.
This way you can move the webcam
into a more comfortable position
with more distance between you and
the laptop.

Third, plan breaks in your class-
es and between meetings. Even with
varied activities, such as screen shar-
ing, breakout rooms, presentation
sharing and more, you and your
students need built-in breaks. The
fatigue from a three-hour graduate
lesson on Zoom can still be felt the
next day when trying to begin fresh
with an early-morning ninety-min-
ute class. Therefore, build in breaks
away from the screen. Instruct your
students to walk, drink water, and
step outside for a few moments to
help combat sluggishness. Remind
your students that the break is not
for completing other tasks. This goes
for the teacher as well. Completing
other tasks during the break defeats
the purpose of refreshing the mind
and body. Additionally, we may not
be able to control the times we teach,
but if at all possible try to allow time
between your teaching and meet-

ings. When setting a meeting, be
courteous to all by setting not only
a specific start time but an end time
as well.

Set Boundaries and
Schedule Off-Tech Hours

Only you can protect your per-
sonal time. No one else will do this
for you. Therefore, it is up to you
to set office hour boundaries out-
side of teaching hours. Technology
is wonderful in that we can take it
anywhere. This is also what makes
it dangerous.

If your eyes feel dry or achy or you
are experiencing blurred vision or
having headaches, this is a sign that
you are dealing with screen-induced
eye fatigue. This is an indicator that
you are spending too much time on
screens of all kinds, including lap-
tops, 1Pads, cell phones, etc. If this is
happening with great frequency, you
may not be setting enough boundar-
ies for your own well-being.

Physically leave your teaching/of-
fice space for the day. Have an actual
ending time in which you physically
change your environment. This will
help you transition back into per-
sonal time mode. It is also beneficial
to continue professional dress so that
you can also change clothes, signal-
ing you are done with teaching and
meetings for the day. I made it clear
to my music education majors that
their appearance on camera was to
be the same as their appearance in
the physical classroom. Some may
argue that since there is only a lim-
ited camera view, what is the point?
However, neat appearance requires
them to be in a state of preparedness
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and signals inwardly that it is time for
learning. Learning to be prepared is
a trait that they need to develop as
they transition into music educators.
Additionally, this allows them to
transition into personal space when
classes are completed for the day by
relaxing their appearance.

the
with technology use is that we as

Unfortunately, expectation
educators and advisors should be
available 24/7. Additionally, we as a
collective group of choral educators
want to help, assist, and be available.
However, it is important to realize
that personal time, family time, and
creative time has worth. Highly pro-
ductive people recognize and accept

responsibility, but they also recognize
the need for rejuvenation. We need
to teach our students this as well and
lead by example.

Jamila L. McWhirter is professor
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Tennessee State University (MTSU)
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