
Sophie Taft Interview Transcript 
 
April  0:00   
This is the first interview of the 2020 IYWP Interview-an-Educator project. We are here with Sophie, 
who is an educator in Iowa—she'll tell you more about that. The purpose of this project is to 
understand how teachers across the state are feeling about the pandemic, teaching during the 
pandemic, their school's response and related issues.  
 
Emily  0:33   
Perfect. 

 
April  0:36   
So if that was a sufficient introduction, then Emily will take over. 

 
Emily  0:36   
Yeah. So first of all, I just want to confirm: what's the correct spelling and pronunciation of your 
name? Just to get that out of the way.  

 
Sophie  0:50   
My name is Sophie Taft, S-O-P-H-I-E T-A-F-T. 
 
Emily  0:59   
And what are your pronouns that you use? 
 
Sophie  1:05   
I use she/her pronouns. 
 
Emily  1:07   
All right. And one more question, do you live in the district where you work? 

 
Sophie  1:18   
I do not. 

 
Emily  1:20   
Okay. And what's your current role in your school? For example, teacher, administrator...? 
 
Sophie  1:29   
(Audio cut out: I'm a music teacher, so) that has some different implications, I think, than some other 
teaching roles, but yeah. 
 
April  1:42   
Can you say more about that? Just clarify what you mean? 
 
Sophie  1:46   
Yeah. I'm the music teacher in an elementary building, so I work with every student in the 
elementary building. In our district, kindergarten is part of the early learning center, so in a normal 
year I would go to the early learning center to teach kindergarten. But they're not having us do that 
this year because of COVID and not wanting us to cross-contaminate by traveling between 
buildings. So this year I'm just teaching first through fifth grade, but I'm seeing every student who's 
coming into a building. 
 



April  2:22   
Okay, awesome. Thank you for the clarification; I appreciate it. To kick things off, you can answer 
this as specifically or generally as you'd like, but how is your district or school or both responding to 
the pandemic? 
 
Sophie  2:43   
I think a lot of districts in Iowa, our school and district—it's a small town district, actually, so there's 
only three [main] schools. There's elementary, middle school, high school, and the preschool, and 
that's the whole district. It's not like some of the bigger districts that have a bunch of buildings; I'm 
the only person with my job in my district, so it's a little more localized. But our district spent the 
spring and the summer coming up with plans to keep us all safe, and I think everyone felt pretty 
good about those plans. They've done a good job of including the teachers' union and including 
teachers in decision making, and I feel confident in my administration and our school board. But we 
had a whole plan that had been planned over a long period of time with a lot of consideration for a lot 
of things, and then suddenly the governor issued that proclamation saying that we couldn't do our 
plan, basically. A lot of the safety measures that we had planned on were no longer allowed under 
that proclamation, so we had to scramble to come up with a new plan. As I say, I feel good about my 
district leadership and I think they're doing the best they can, but there's some frustration about that 
governor's proclamation. And [there's frustration] that on a higher level, state and federal, [people in 
positions of] leadership are not really setting us up to do what's best for the students, which involves 
more planning than we're able to do. We keep having to do things last-minute because we'll come 
up with a plan and then they'll be like, Yeah, you can't do that plan. We don't have a different plan, 
but you can't do that plan that you made. Did I answer the question? I feel like I kind of went on a 
tangent. 
 
April  4:52   
No, that's perfect. We appreciate all the tangents here. 

 
Emily  4:57   
I can imagine time is a big issue. 

 
Sophie  5:08   
Yeah. I mean, I think teachers are planners, and we're used to planning. I usually spend the whole 
summer planning. But I didn't know what I was planning for this summer, so I couldn't really plan the 
way I normally would. I [was] feeling like I [was] kind of just coming up with stuff. And we didn't know 
what the rules were going to be in terms of what was allowed with the safety precautions and stuff, 
so I didn't know what I was going to be able to do or not. I just feel everything's ending up being a lot 
more last-minute than I think most educators [would like]. I feel like I do a better job if I have more of 
an opportunity to plan ahead. 
 
April  6:03   
That partially answers the next question, too—how has your job as a music teacher who teaches 
everyone and sees everyone changed since the pandemic? Or maybe it hasn't changed? What does 
your typical day look like? 

 
Sophie  6:21   
Yeah, it's absolutely not the same. It's not the same anymore. We're not using—so the model that 
our school ended up with after coming up with a new idea when the government said no to ... (audio 
cut out) schedule, so whatever week they are at school and in the in-between weeks they're at 
home. We're essentially managing kids who [are] at home full-time and one group of kids who [are] 
at home half-time all at the same time. And with the kids who are at school, we're not using my 
classroom because they felt that was a safety issue of having all the kids coming in and out of the 



same space. They're trying to avoid that, so I am traveling to the homerooms. We cannot sing, 
because that's not safe. We can't really play any of the instruments, because they can't share 
materials. We can't really get up and move around and dance, because we can't stay social-
distanced if we do that. I have been doing it a little bit. They're in smaller classes because only a 
quarter of the kids are there at a time, so my classes are all about or under 10 kids, and they all are 
sitting [spaced out]. It's very strange. It's not what elementary classrooms usually look like these 
days. It feels really old-school. It reminds me of when I taught in Africa and it was an overcrowded 
classroom. [There's] loads of desks spaced out, all facing the same direction so that they're not 
breathing on each other, but they're all breathing on me. Awesome. I don't have a better idea, so I 
don't know. So I have had them move around a little bit, get up and move around their own little 
desk, but we cannot do much. We're pretty much banging on our desks and clapping and stuff, and 
that's about where we're at. I was going to take them outside, but the weather has been kind of funky 
for that and that hasn't happened yet. I might still take them outside, but if I do that, we'll be banging 
on cans and buckets and stuff because that's where we're at. Yeah, I don't know. For me, even 
though I feel that my job is very important and I take it seriously—and I sometimes feel that a lot of 
people don't really understand what I actually do. Like, I'm really doing something. I think it's 
valuable; I think it's teaching actual life skills. It's not just “fun babysitter sitting a long time.” But even 
though I think it's very important, right now [it] feels like a lot of risk for me to take on compared to 
what kids are able to get out of it, because I'm just so limited in what I can even do with them. I don't 
know. It's not ideal, but I don't know what would be ideal. I don't know what would be better. I don't 
really have a better idea. So that's just where we're at. 
 
Emily  8:22   
Yeah. 
 
April  9:48   
Yeah, thank you for all that information. It's so interesting to think about how to teach music to 
elementary school students when you can't play instruments or sing or move.  In my opinion, that's 
an impossible challenge, so I admire the fact that you're able to do anything with it. 
 
Sophie  10:11   
Yeah. Pretty limited. 
 
April  10:12   
And just to clarify, is everyone wearing masks in school? 
 
Sophie  10:20   
Yeah. Well, the official rule is a face covering, so almost every kid is wearing just a mask, but we 
have a few that are wearing a shield and not a mask. But yeah, almost everyone's wearing a mask. 
[When] we started off, I was very skeptical. I was like, I don't like wearing a mask. I've been feeling 
like I have a lot of challenges, just physically, with wearing a mask all day. If I was six, I would just be 
like, Forget this. But the kids are doing pretty good. I mean, considering that it sucks to wear a mask 
and they're kids, I would say they're doing pretty good.  We're reminding them a lot, like “Pull it over 
your nose.” They all have water bottles because the water fountains are roped off. [There's] no using 
the drinking fountains, so they all have water bottles, and they can take the mask off to drink out of 
their water bottles. There's a lot of drinking out of water bottles happening because they want to take 
the mask off. And [the school has] changed the schedule, so they have recess three times a day, 
and they take their masks off during recess. They're in a designated area with just their small group 
that's the class, so they're not mixing with the other kids. And then they take the mask off at lunch. 
We have few enough kids that they're able to distance them in the cafeteria, and [there's] a clear 
plastic divider thing at the tables, so they're all in their own little plastic booth with their masks off. I 
was thinking I was going to be a lunch supervisor, [which] means you're in a room with 50 kids with 



no masks on, and they probably all need you to open their juice box because that's what happens in 
elementary school. I haven't really talked to the people who are supervising that about how it's 
going, but I would feel concerned if I was the one [supervising]. 
 
Emily  12:33   
I know a lot of people were concerned about kids with their masks on taking it off, or shooting it 
across the room, or messing with it all the time. Is that a thing that happens? Or would you say 
they've been pretty good about keeping it on? 
 
Sophie  12:50   
I think they're pretty good. A lot of them have masks that are too big for them. They're probably 
adult-sized masks, and they just slip down under the nose and we're reminding them. 
 
Emily  13:04   
Kind of defeats the purpose. 
 
Sophie  13:06   
But yeah, I've seen a lot of that this week. This was our first whole week—we had a four-day week 
last week—so yeah, I think that's a thing. I just don't know if people have access to child-size masks. 
They gave us—let's see, I'll show you—this is one that I have. This is one of my school-issued 
masks, and the kids have the same ones. (Sophie puts on the mask.) This one feels pretty tight. I 
think these ones that the school gave them probably fit them okay, but a lot of them are wearing 
masks that just —they're like this (Sophie mimics pulling the mask down) the whole time. Even if 
they keep pulling it up, it just falls down. 

 
Emily  13:58   
Does that make you feel unsafe? Or that they're unsafe? 
 
Sophie  14:06   
Honestly, I feel more concerned about myself than about the students right now, just because I'm 
exposed to a lot more people than them. They are pretty isolated with their little group and some of 
them have a class of three or four kids, so they're a lot more isolated, whereas I'm seeing 50 classes 
or whatever. But there is a concern. I worry especially about kids that live in very intergenerational 
families at home and have grandparents that they live with and stuff, which is true of many of our 
students. I worry about them bringing something home and getting their families sick more so than 
the kids getting sick, just because I guess that's less of a thing. It's not not a thing, but it sounds like 
it's less of a thing.  
 
Emily  14:59   
Yeah.  
 
Sophie  15:01   
But I also don't feel that there's a ton of information on that. Somebody said—well, I won't say who 
said it. A person who's in-the-know said in a meeting that there was some concern that the kids or 
families who don't have health insurance would have trouble getting tested. Because [of] where our 
school is located, there's not really access to free testing, so it's like $200 to get tested. My concern 
is that kids and families who don't have health insurance [are] going to be out of school being 
quarantined whether or not we think they have symptoms. They'll be out in quarantine because they 
can't get tested, and if they can't get tested, then they don't have a positive test. They won't 
quarantine all the other people that were exposed to them because they won't know that they're 
positive. That's just an equity issue, because to me, it feels like the kids who don't have access to 
things like health insurance are gonna end up missing more school. Some of the reasoning that was 



presented for having kids go back to school was [that] it's disproportionately affecting low-income 
families and low-income students, or it's disproportionately affecting special-education students. I'm 
sure that's true, because everything disproportionately affects those students, right? We have 
marginalized people who are mistreated in our society in general, always, for lots of reasons in every 
aspect. But I think that the way we're going back to school, it's not solving it, because we've got 
things like that. We've got things like, even if they're coming to school, they're having to do some of 
their learning at home with the resources that [their] family has. Are your parents at work, or are they 
home and able to help you with your schoolwork? Do you have access to a computer and internet? 
We're having a thing, which I'm sure is affecting other districts too, where we ordered Chromebooks 
for all the kids and they're backordered because everyone ordered Chromebooks for their students. 
A lot of them are coming from China—I think they were ordered months and months ago—but the 
computers were quarantined when they came in. They're sitting in a shipping yard somewhere or 
something. Our kids don't even have computers right now, and there's nothing we can do about it. 
 
Emily  17:55   
Frustrating.  

 
Sophie  17:59   
Yeah. Well, it feels like there was maybe some dishonesty or maybe some manipulating [on behalf] 
of some of the people who are in power, who maybe I don't necessarily agree with on a federal and 
state level, saying that they're making these decisions for the good of these kids that are always 
getting screwed over. Actually, they're still getting screwed over, so it's not really that. With kids with 
special needs, no matter what we do, we're trying. We're doing everything that we can think of. I 
think that teachers in schools, the people who are actually face-to-face with children every day--of 
course we love the children and we want to help them. And we're doing it. We'll do anything we can. 
I think sometimes we get a little bit vilified and it's presented as just these bad teachers. I love that 
one. But we can't solve all of society's problems at once. We're doing our best for our special ed kids 
-- the best we can do right now -- but there's a lot of other things. They come to school and maybe 
are on the autism spectrum and have sensory issues with wearing a mask. That's all you're thinking 
about for the whole day: I'm wearing this mask and it's uncomfortable and I know it's touching my 
face a way I don't like. In that, you're still disproportionately affected. There are a number of other 
things, but yeah. 
 
Emily  20:08   
I have a side question about what you think about the way [people] view teachers. I've heard some 
people say that they're essential workers and that they signed up for this and should be putting 
themselves at risk, kind of the same as nurses and doctors, versus the other side of the coin, where 
they're like, “I didn't sign up for this.” What are your thoughts on that? 
 
Sophie  20:36   
Well, none of us signed up to be in a pandemic. Nobody signed up for this, but I think that's lovely if 
people think teachers are essential. I wonder if that's going to continue. There's a lot of ways in 
which we clearly culturally do not value and respect educators on the same level that we value and 
respect, say, doctors. You could look at how much we're paid versus how much education we have 
to get. I think it's great—I love it if people think I'm essential. I feel essential. I think my job is 
important and I would like to do it as best I'm able in whatever circumstance because I think it's 
important for kids to have access to education. But if they feel like we're essential, if they think we're 
so important, then why are we not treated that way the rest of the time? Why are we only important 
when—I don't want to say something to get me in trouble. A little bit [with] some people, I feel like I'm 
only important when you need a babysitter. But I think I'm important all the time. 
 
Emily  22:03   



I noticed you said there seems to be this conception about teachers being like babysitters or 
responsible for child care versus education, [this conception] that it's kind of their job. It seems to be 
falling on [teachers] to be responsible for the childcare aspect of all of this. 
 
Sophie  22:36   
Yeah. We are, in a sense, but I don't think kids should be in school just because they need 
somewhere to go. Kids should be in school because they deserve to have access to education, and I 
want kids to have access to education. But I'd like us to really think things through considering 
what's best for everybody. I mean, I don't know what's best for everybody right now. If they say go to 
school, I'm kind of glad I'm not the one who has to make that decision. If they tell me go to school— 
and that's what we've decided, you're going to go to school and teach kids at school—then I'm going 
to go to school and teach kids at school. I'm not here for Betsy DeVos. I'm not here for Kim 
Reynolds. I'm here for my kids. If they're at school, I'll be at school, and I'll be with them, and I'll do 
the best I can do. But it's important, especially in a tough situation like this, to really be honest about 
why we're making decisions that we're making and what we're considering. I wish we were getting 
more guidance from the state and the Department of Education to tell us what actually [they] want us 
to do. I feel like they just have been telling us, "Figure it out," and we're not really sure what [they] 
want us to figure out. It's a tough situation, and there is no perfect solution. [They're] trying to help us 
solve the problem and we're just being told, "You figure it out." I don't love that. 

 
April  24:27   
How does that make you feel on a personal level? You say you feel like a teacher, if you can go to 
school or if you're being asked to go to school, you will for the kids. And you've said the kids seem 
pretty safe, all things considered. It seems like there are as many precautions as possible in place 
for their safety, but maybe not for yours. Does that make you personally concerned? 
 
Sophie  25:00   
Somewhat it does. I think I felt more upset about it [in the past]. Then I'm at school, and I'm just in 
school mode right now, so I'm not thinking so much about my personal safety. I think the way that I 
was taking precautions to try to keep myself safe before [school started] has just gone totally out the 
window. I wasn't going in stores and stuff. And then I found out I was going back to school, and I was 
like, Well, I'm gonna get it at school anyway, so I guess I'll go to Walgreens, buy candy corn for 
school. I think it's also different because I live alone with just a puppy. I mean, I'm not seeing my 
family anymore, which I was before. And now I'm having to maintain a social distance with my 
parents and my sister. I just can't see anybody, so I feel kind of isolated, and that's weird. I didn't 
have health insurance when the school year started, which is just a weird thing that happens to 
teachers because I changed schools. I was not unemployed ever, and I received paychecks, but I 
did not have health insurance over the summer. And we ended up not starting actual school until 
September because they delayed it, so I had health insurance in September, but June, July, August, 
I just didn't have insurance which is a fun fact about being a teacher. I taught in Illinois, and then I 
moved to Georgia. I got a teaching job in Georgia before I moved, but that summer I had to start 
work in July, and my health insurance in Georgia didn't kick in until October. So I started a public 
school teaching job in Georgia living in a tent because I couldn't afford housing and medication, 
because I didn't have insurance for the summer. That just happens if you change teaching jobs. I 
could have gotten COVID this summer, but [insurance] costs more than my rent, and I couldn't afford 
it. So that was a concern I had about my personal safety, that I wasn't going to have health 
insurance when school started, but luckily that didn't happen because they delayed the start of 
school. 
 
April  27:33   
That's all really good to know. I certainly didn't know that about teaching jobs in general, and I don't 
think many people do either, so thank you for saying it. Do you know what you would do if you got 



sick or if you started having symptoms? Do you have testing available to you? And if you did test 
positive, what would your job look like? 

 
Sophie  28:01   
I do have access to testing. I live in Iowa City, which provides more access than the town that I teach 
in, which—you could figure it out because I'm wearing my school t-shirt anyway. But yeah, I could 
get tested. It would not be hard for me to get tested. I've been tested; I got tested after my first week 
of meetings, because I felt like I wanted to make sure that I was not sick when I was starting to see 
students because I didn't want to give it to them if I was sick. Yeah, I could get tested. I know that I 
could get tested. I know I have health insurance now. But I also live in a place where I could get 
tested even without health insurance, which is not true of many of my students. If I got sick, if I was 
sick and not able to work, I think they would just get me a sub. If I was at home because either I was 
being quarantined because of possible exposure or I tested positive, but I felt fine. I wasn't really 
symptomatic, I think then I would be teaching from home. I don't think we know yet exactly what that 
would look like. I've heard suggestions; would I video-call my class and try to teach over video? 
What would the deal be, really? I don't really know. I don't think that's entirely figured out yet. And we 
haven't had cases yet, but we've also been in school almost two weeks, so I wouldn't expect us to 
really have cases yet. We've had some absences from school, so I wonder if maybe some families 
might be worried about kids having been exposed and are keeping them home as a precaution or 
something. I don't know that—and if I did, I wouldn't be able to say anyway—but I also just don't 
know. But yeah, we don't have any cases at this point, so we haven't had to figure that out. 
 
Emily  30:16   
I think you've talked a little bit about this earlier, but on a wider scale, what's your reaction to the 
ways in which Bruce Teague or Kim Reynolds, Donald Trump, anybody who's a government official 
and who's in charge of [the] response to education and the pandemic—what's your reaction to the 
ways in which they've handled this? Or do you have something to say about it? 

 
Sophie  30:52   
I'll conservatively—diplomatically—just say I would hope always that people who are in leadership 
positions are making decisions from a place of compassion and empathy for the people who are 
their constituents. I think there have been varying degrees of that with the leadership we have. To 
me, this whole experience of this pandemic has reminded me of a lot of great things about humanity 
and kindness. I've gotten to know all my neighbors, and I see people helping each other in all these 
ways. And I hope some of that would be reflected in leadership, you know, putting aside -- just 
caring about people, which I think is supposed to be the job of government officials. In my opinion, 
that hasn't been how it's gone from a lot of people. But that's what I would hope for. That's my not-
too-political answer to that. 
 
Emily  32:07   
That makes sense. It's a good point to bring up the positive things that you've seen come out of it. I 
know I'm naturally pessimistic, and I focus on a lot of the bad. It is good to note the people who have 
been helping or that you see your neighbors more. Yeah, it would be nice if that was reflected more 
in government. Another question I have about going back to the school is it seems like you're pretty 
happy with the school's local-level response; are there any ways you would change their response to 
what's been going on? 
 
Sophie  32:57   
I'm new to the school; I've changed schools over the summer, so I interviewed for this job while 
everything was remote, and I knew I didn't know what I was walking into. I chose carefully 
somewhere that I trusted to keep me safe. And I partly changed jobs because I was concerned that 
my old job was going to get eliminated because of budget cuts. I have been happy with what they've 



been doing [at my new school]. Overall, it's true at this school—and true at pretty much every school 
I've ever worked—that the people who actually are in contact with kids are there for the kids and 
care about the kids and care about the people. It's a people job, and people are making decisions 
with that in mind. I don't have a lot of concerns about the local people who are actually on the 
ground, reminding kids to pull their mask up and stuff, because I feel like they have a sense of reality 
that maybe is missing from some of the people who are distant more from it. 

 
Emily  34:12   
Yeah, that makes sense that they're just doing the best with what they can and the resources they 
have, and that's a good thing. April, did you want to take the next couple questions?  
 
April  34:27   
Yeah. We were just curious more—I know you've talked about this a little bit—but beyond your life 
as a teacher, how have you experienced the pandemic? You said you had been almost exclusively 
isolated up until starting school. Maybe you could tell us a little bit about how the last few months 
have been for you? 

 
Sophie  34:52   
Yeah, it's been an interesting time—I guess for everybody. In addition to teaching at school, I teach 
private music lessons which I've been doing all over Zoom now, which is different. Also, I'm part of 
the Oakdale Community Choir and was part of the summer songwriting workshop at the Oakdale 
prison, which we usually do in person, and we have not, as volunteers, been able to go into the 
prison since March. That was the first thing that shut down in my life—no more going into the prison 
because it's a high risk area and [they're] trying to protect the incarcerated people and the staff and 
everybody. So that was an interesting experience, trying to figure out how to do a songwriting 
workshop virtually and also in a prison where there's some restrictions on Internet access and 
technology access. What else have I been doing? I don't know. I've been home a lot. I got a puppy, 
like the rest of the world. Everyone got a puppy. Pandemic puppy. I was definitely quite isolated, I 
would say, up until school times. 
 
April  36:16   
That's good to know. It's just something we were curious about [because] everyone, I think, has their 
interesting quarantine stories. It's always nice to hear how everyone experienced it now that we can 
talk to each other in this way. I think the last question we had written was whether there's anything 
else about your school or personal situation that you would want us to know, or anything that you 
feel like you want to make sure is mentioned here while we're still recording? 
 
Sophie  36:59   
There's a great statement that our teachers union put out—I should just forward it to you because I 
thought it was really well-worded—that expressed specifically some of our concerns. [In] our 
school—I think over 50%, so primarily—the primary racial ethnic group in our student body and in 
our community is Latinx. That community's been more affected by COVID than others. And it's 
something—I'm going to say the statistic wrong, I would have to look it up—but it's something like, 
one in four or one in five deaths in the Latinx community right now are COVID-related, and it's a very 
high number. I appreciate that our union and our district leadership take that seriously and that's a 
special consideration in our district, that we serve the community that has been disproportionately 
affected by the pandemic. That's something unique about my teaching situation. 
 
April  38:15   
Thank you for adding that; I think that's important to know as well. Emily, was there anything else 
you wanted to add? 
 



Emily  38:24   
No, I think that's about it. I just want to say thanks for taking part in this interview. The whole goal is 
just to—we're not trying to get anyone in trouble for saying anything wrong or bad. It's more [that] we 
feel like educators need their voices heard more. We value you at the IYWP, and personally, I do 
too. I'm going into English teaching, high school English teaching, so I'm super interested in hearing 
from educators as I'm not one yet. It's just good to hear from you and know what I'm getting myself 
into. 
 
Sophie  39:12   
It's a hard job. People are mostly not going to say thank you, but if it's what you want to be doing, 
and if you care about it, then there's no better job in the world. For real. 
 


