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On April 23-25, 2021, for the first time since the COVID-19 virus shut things down 14 months
prior, deaf and hard of hearing Texas high school students were able to meet in person at
Peaceable Kingdom in Killeen, TX, to participate in a Discovery Retreat. Following the CDC
suggested safety measures of masks and social distancing, these twelve students dove into the
very timely theme “Going Viral” where students learned about the differences between viruses,
diseases and bacteria and how the medical community and society responded to this current
pandemic.

Kelly DeRoche, a Senior Materials Program Associate at Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, walked the
students through the process Pfizer used in developing a vaccine for the COVID-19 virus, and Dr.
Chris Moreland, a physician practicing in Austin, discussed the hospital’s perspective on
COVID-19. To further their understanding of the many challenges created by this pandemic,
students tested the effectiveness of masks, created several mock drugs to test how long it
would take the enteric coating to dissolve, and discussed numerous ways to administer
medicines. There was also a discussion on the variety of ways society has reacted to past
pandemics, then the students broke into groups to talk about how they would respond to
various past and current pandemics if they were in charge. Many students quickly realized the
challenges faced by society leaders when it comes to deciding an appropriate approach to
pandemics that included not infringing on people’s rights, budget consideration and
communication barriers. On Sunday we reviewed many of these issues and during their group
presentations the students discussed the various barriers that we as a society face when trying
to address a pandemic. In the end, our students walked away with a better understanding of the
hows and whys of various countries’ responses to the pandemic.

It was not all work during the weekend though. Even with social distancing, the students were
able to participate in a lot of team building activities, fun games, and the ROPES Course which is
always a weekend favorite. We also played a round of putt putt golf on Saturday night. Many
students commented that one of their favorite things about DR is making new friends, so these
free time activities are an important, integral part of Discovery Retreat.


