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As students across the country have been sheltering in place, many may feel like there is no way to make a 
difference beyond the walls of their home. Let’s change that by using our voices in an essential way. Using 
essential workers' kindness as our model, let’s share gratitude with people who could use it the most by 
reflecting on our experiences and writing a letter. 
 
Many of us know friends, family, and community members who are going to work every day to care for others, 
often at great expense to themselves and their own families. Many people are describing healthcare workers, 
grocery clerks, cleaning professionals, and other essential workers as at the “front lines” of the coronavirus 
“battle.” While the militarization of this language does capture the danger and courage that encompass many 
essential workers' lives right now, it does not address the nurturing and caring nature of their work. Their work, 
right now and always, is rooted in service to the community. Let’s take this opportunity as a community to 
thank them, not just because they are essential workers, but because they are brave, caring, and essential 
people. 
 
This project involves reflecting on what you’re grateful for, researching the range of experiences of essential 
workers during the COVID-19 pandemic, and expressing gratitude. 
Using the “Feelings Bank” in the Essential Words document attached below, circle words you feel describe 
how you’re doing right now. You may use the blank spaces at the bottom of the page to add your own words if 
your feelings aren’t captured by those provided. How are current events impacting you? Changing your 
routines? Making you feel? 
Letter writing is an opportunity for conversation and connection around the many emotions we are 
experiencing. After reflections and research, that’s what you can do. 
 
GRATITUDE REFLECTION 
Using the chart in the Essential Words document, write down a list of people, places, and things you’re feeling 
grateful for right now. Get creative with the list—the people, places and things do not have to be people you’ve 
met or objects in your home. There are lots of examples to choose from: your pet, the nurse who took care of 
your mom, the sunshine, cloudy days, pencils, the beach, your bed. 
 
Now, think about what kind of jobs or roles are considered essential at this time? Many mention people in the 
healthcare industry such as nurses or doctors. Some other roles that deserve our gratitude include: 
 
* Maintenance Staff 
* Case Managers & Social Workers 
* Workers supporting groceries, pharmacies, and other retail 
 
CHOOSING YOUR AUDIENCE 
Next, choose one person on your list you feel gratitude toward. Consider writing to any individual who is on 
your mind during quarantine. Some of the basic needs that essential workers are risking, both during this 
pandemic and always, are listed below for you to consider: 
 
*Fair Pay: Janitorial workers are notoriously underpaid for their essential work, often working for minimum 
wage. Their work during the pandemic – and always – is literally keeping the country alive. As they navigate 
for fair pay for this life-risking work, they often are met with little support. 
 
*Safety Precautions: Many essential workers like bus drivers or retail workers are in close proximity to many 
people every day. Many of these individuals are not provided with the necessary safety precautions to keep 
them safe from the exchange of germs. 
 
*Resource Supply: Masks, sanitizer, and other crucial resources have been in short supply. These resources 
keep essential workers, their patients and/or customers, and their loved ones safe and healthy. 
 
*Long/Irregular Hours: Healthcare members may need to work extended or extra shifts due to an 
overwhelming number of patients needing care. Employees may need to work longer hours to cover for those 
who are ill or caring for family members. Teachers may work irregular hours to connect with all students and 
families while caring for their own. 
 
*Lack of Sick Leave: Essential workers may not have health care. They may not be able to take extended sick 



leave and keep their job. 
 
*Inability to see families for fear of spreading the virus: Essential workers who are exposed to the virus daily 
may be self-isolating from their families, causing additional strain for them and their loved ones. 
 
With these inequities and challenges in mind, what questions do you have for your audience? Write them 
down on the “Question Bank” section of the Essential Words document. We will not just acknowledge these 
difficulties—we will ask about them. Rather than assuming we know anyone’s situation, asking questions 
creates space for essential workers to own their lived experiences. 
 
ACTIONS & IMPACTS 
To begin the next step, fill in the actions column of the “Getting Specific” page in the Essential Words 
document. The action column will consist of real observations of courageous acts from healthcare workers or 
the target audience of your choice. To come up with a list, think through your chosen person’s daily routine: 
How might their life/job be different now? What actions do they have to take now that are different than usual? 
How might they be feeling? This could also be an opportunity for you to do some research. Once the action 
column is filled in with a few activities, fill in the corresponding importance and impact of each action: 
 
Importance: The societal influence these actions have. 
Impact: The way these actions affect you personally. 
 
EXPRESSING GRATITUDE 
Now that you have described how you’re feeling and considered the perspective and experience of essential 
workers, it’s time to bring those two ideas together. The best way to thank someone is not just in the word 
thank you, but in sharing how others have made our lives better. 
 
Consider the difference between these two sentences: 
 
“Thank you so much for being such wonderful students.” 
 
OR 
 
“Thank you so much for coming to class every day. Seeing your face every day makes me feel like I’m not 
alone.” 
 
By sharing HOW someone makes us feel and WHY, it helps the people we care about understand their 
specific impact on our lives. Practice this technique using the “Expressing Gratitude” page in the Essential 
Words document. 
 
Then draft your letter. 
 
How to share and submit your letter: 
 
- Share or send your letter directly to the recipient you know. 
- Present your letter to the class at Work Share on Friday. 
- Collect letters to send to your local hospital, grocery store, favorite restaurant, or other essential business. 
 
826 National is collecting letters to essential workers from students like you. By sharing your letter, you’ll have 
the opportunity to have your words featured in a collection of letters shared with essential workers nationwide. 
Submit your letter here: https://826national.org/submityourwriting/ 
 


