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GOVERNANCE

Q: What are some of the unexpected challenges facing superintendents during the crisis?

A: Superintendents across the country face a myriad of challenges as they deal with the short-term and lasting
impacts of the crisis across the schools and communities they serve. Their most unexpected challenges to-
date include:

Connectivity: Districts are struggling to ensure their student populations have access to internet
at home to support continuity of learning. In some cases, funding is available to address
connectivity issues, but there are no available providers to meet the demand for hotspots. Some
states, like Arizona, contact nonprofit and private sector partners as well as communities for help
through Mobile Hotspot Donation Drives.

Technology: Districts have varying levels of resources to provide students with devices, such as
Chromebooks, if devices are not available at home. Even districts that can provide technology may
only be able to provide devices to a limited number of students.

Nutrition: School districts have largely been able to provide meals to students in their
communities but are concerned about the long-term sustainability of current processes. As the
needs of their communities rise, districts will need to address short-term food supply limitations
as well as the safety of staff preparing and delivering meals.

Continuity of Learning: Most school districts had little, if any, time to prepare before states made
the decision to close schools, forcing educators and students to learn new technologies and new
methods of teaching/learning.

Special Education: Supporting special education students’ continuity of learning is one of the key
challenges facing school districts. Most districts are still identifying logistics and best practices to
meet this challenge with often limited resources.

Staff Wellness: Districts must consider both the health and mental well-being of school staff and
teachers as they invest enormous time and effort to adapt and overcome new challenges resulting
from the crisis.

Grading, Assessment, and Credit: School and district leaders have had to quickly adopt remote
teaching and learning; however, many districts are struggling to identify appropriate and equitable
grading and credit-granting practices. This is particularly challenging as it relates to seniors and
fulfilling high school graduation requirements.

Student Safety: In the absence of daily visual and verbal interactions with students, districts
struggle to identify signs of abuse or neglect despite increasing concern as students spend more
time at home. State agencies who oversee child welfare and safety have seen a decline in the
number of reports they receive since stay-at-home orders were issued, even though experts
suspect that children are at greater risk during the crisis.

©2020 Hanover Research
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Q: How is school governance changing during this crisis?

A: School boards and superintendents recognize that schools and their communities are facing an
unprecedented crisis. As such, district-level leadership demonstrate a higher level of understanding,
flexibility, and collaboration. The following trends in school governance have surfaced:

B Shift to Virtual Meetings: Individuals’ varying degrees of technological knowledge and capacity
impact how districts work with boards of governance. Superintendents may now have additional
responsibilities to ensure virtual meetings run successfully, such as setting up practice sessions
and deciding which sessions will require password protection. District leaders recognize that they,
like the communities they serve, must be able to function in a virtual setting.

B process Flexibility: Standard operating procedures, such as committee approval before a board
vote, may not be feasible in the current environment. As such, district processes must be more
flexible and potentially include additional steps, such as a virtual executive session before a
committee meeting.

B Greater Public Participation: Some states require meetings to be open to the public, and recent
virtual meetings have attracted relatively greater public participation.

B Meeting Cadence and Agendas: The current trend is to limit the number of meetings and topics
discussed unless there are items that require immediate attention.

B |imited Meeting Attendees: In some cases, school board member attendance will be limited at
scheduled meetings.

Empowered Superintendents: To effectively manage the crisis, superintendents may be
empowered to make quick decisions as needed without prior approval from board members.
Timely communication of these decisions to the board allows for board members’ continued
oversight and involvement without impeding the superintendent’s work.
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COMMUNICATIONS

Q: What mindset do district leaders encourage stakeholders to adopt?

A: Districts leaders communicate the need to stay positive and strong during the crisis, recognizing the reality
of the situation while also calling on their communities to support one another. District leaders have a
responsibility to keep students and their families well informed while also reinforcing the role of students,
families, and staff in limiting the spread of the virus.

Q: Some parents express anxiety and frustration with school closures. How can school districts best
communicate with and support parents during the crisis?

A: The sudden and unprecedented closure of schools has left parents unsettled, as parents must quickly learn
how to simultaneously meet the demands of their jobs and the demands of their children. School districts
have helped parents meet these challenges by:

Regularly sending direct parent communication to keep them informed of the district’s plans for
continuity of learning, available learning resources, available staff resources, and other relevant
updates.

Leading all communications with health messages reminding families of their role in containing
the virus.

Organizing all school communications in a single repository, which helps parents who may miss
individual emails or prefer to access messages in a central location.

Informing parents of available meal and childcare services, especially for first responders.
Expanding online learning resources to support continuity of learning at home.
Informing parents that teachers are available remotely to answer questions.

Instilling a sense of community by reminding parents that teachers and school staff are also facing
similar challenges at home as a result of the crisis. To overcome these shared challenges, the
community must keep spirts high and look to each other for support and understanding.
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STUDENT SUPPORT
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What steps are school districts taking to ensure they can continue to meet their students’ needs?

When schools closed unexpectedly, districts considered maintaining food services to be their highest
priority. Districts also endeavor to provide equitable continuity of learning to all student groups, which
includes ensuring access to technology and the internet and consideration of family dynamics. Districts also
strive to support the health and mental well-being of their students, families, and staff during the crisis.

How are school districts maintaining food services?

School districts, for the most part, have been able to maintain food services for the students in their
communities. Even as schools closed, staff continued to prepare and provide meals, sometimes delivering
meals to students in remote areas by bus. Some of the challenges schools face in providing meals to families
during the crisis include:

®  |ncreased Demand: The need for meals has risen and continues to rise in communities as a result

of furloughs and layoffs. Some districts increased the number of meals served per day (from 2 to
3 meals a day) and number of days meals are served per week (from 5 to 6 days a week).

Reducing Risk: As districts expand meal offerings, schools must work to protect meal preparation
and delivery staff by limiting their risk of exposure. To provide much needed breaks, other school
personnel (often volunteers) help assemble meals on a rotating basis.

Monitoring Distribution: To meet increasing needs, some districts expand meal distribution
options, such as by providing meals through multiple school sites. Because families may attempt
to take more than their allotted number of meals, some schools using drive-through meal pick-up
must mark the tires of families who receive food to ensure that schools will not run out.

Securing Supplies: High market demand for shelf stable food has resulted in fewer shipments of
food to some districts. Superintendents therefore partner with state leaders to ensure schools
receive the food they need to feed students in their communities.

How are school districts maintaining essential health and school services?

Some districts have maintained phone and email access to health and school services staff during
designated office hours.

How can school districts approach challenges within an equity framework?

From an equity perspective, the first challenge is connecting to all students outside of a traditional
classroom setting. Limited internet availability, access to technology, and/or inconsistent support
structures for continued learning at home need to be addressed before special populations can be
supported.

Once reliable and consistent connections with students are made, ongoing collaboration between school
leaders, teachers, families, and students can identify feasible supports for remote learning. Some supports,
such as extended time, modified assighments, and text-to-speech software, can be easily applied to remote
learning. Other supports, such as those provided by paraprofessionals or special service providers, require
unique solutions. For example, remote speech therapy can continue through teletherapy sessions within
the Presencelearning platform.

How can school districts support the mental health and well-being of students?

Students experiencing a mental health crisis may still have access to mental health services, school
counselors, and social workers through phone or email during regular school hours. Districts may also
leverage local city services, as available.
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In addition to the possible stress and anxiety caused by nature of the crisis and the sudden change in
routine, students may struggle with the lack of interaction and emotional connection that schools typically
provide. Districts encourage teachers to regularly check-in with their students online to maintain personal
connections, and some schools use online video platforms to allow for “face-to-face” classroom
interactions.
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STAFF SUPPORT
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What challenges do districts face as they work to support and meet the needs of their staff?

Just as for students, access to technology can be a barrier for staff. In addition to providing laptops to staff
so they can work from home, districts are also expanding online technological resources (such as ordering
video conferencing software licenses) and providing access to online training resources to help educators
transition to a virtual learning environment.

How are school districts engaging classified staff?

Some state leaders assured classified staff that they will be able to maintain employment during the crisis;
however, districts have found keeping this promise to be a challenge, particularly in the context of “shelter-
in-place” and other restrictions. Furthermore, classified staff who are 60 years of age and older are
considered high-risk for COVID-19, and accordingly, there are limits to the types of jobs this group can do
during the pandemic. With these challenges in mind, districts may consider any of the following:

B Operational Support: Identify opportunities for classified staff at buildings that are still

operational, such as those that provide childcare or meals.

Role Flexibility: Current circumstances are unique and may require staff to share responsibilities,
be flexible, and collaborate. In a school district in California, for example, classified staff were
asked to manage and serve on a new online learning hotline for families. The hotline provides
much needed lifeline for families who need help accessing online learning resources and virtual
classrooms. Since launching the hotline, the school district observed a significant growth in the
number of students who are able to access lessons online.

Skill Development: Encourage classified staff to acquire new skills or expand their capabilities to
fill new needs.

Remote Work: Utilize technology so that classified staff can work remotely, such as by providing
connections for staff to answer calls from home or by providing tools for remote new-student
registration.

How are school districts collaborating with unions?

School districts continue to work with unions to ensure equitable pay during school closures and to assess
the impact of school closures on teacher evaluations. In some states, food service personnel are provided
hazard pay for their work while schools are closed.

How are districts maintaining social distancing during tasks that require in-person engagement, such as
meal distribution or laptop provisioning?

Districts coordinate meal distribution at designated school sites such that families can drive-through to pick

up meals, thereby allowing staff to maintain appropriate distance. Additionally, districts create rotating
schedules of staff support so as to minimize any one individual’s exposure.

How can school districts support the mental health and well-being of staff?

Some districts have self-care initiatives, including breathing and meditation techniques, to help teachers
and staff manage stress. Streamlined but consistent communication, minimal meetings, an appropriate
degree of flexibility, and clear expectations also potentially mitigate the additional stress.
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VIRTUAL LEARNING

Q: How are districts implementing virtual learning?

A: In general, districts first survey their student population to gauge access to technology (laptops/devices)
and access to the internet. This allows district leadership to identify potential challenges in transitioning to
a virtual learning environment. When access to technology and internet is limited or not possible, districts
provide students with hardcopy learning packets in addition to or instead of learning options online. Some
districts approach online learning synchronously, with scheduled classes, while others use an asynchronous
approach that does not require students to be at their devices at specific times.

Q: What concerns and challenges do school districts have with potential learning loss? How are districts
working to address these challenges?

A: Learning loss is a common challenge that drive continued conversations in school districts across the
country. Prior to the unprecedented school closures, learning gaps already existed in student populations.
These learning gaps are expected to widen during the transition to a virtual learning environment. To
minimize learning gaps, school districts have implemented or considered the following:

B Blended Learning Approach: Since connectivity and technology access are among the primary

challenges for continuity of learning, many districts are offering a blended approach to learning.
This blended approach combines (a) online instruction and learning resources with (b) technology
independent resources such as hardcopy learning packets that are mailed to students weekly.

Standardized Learning: School districts have been working to set standardized instruction,
learning targets, proficiency scale, and online resources for the new online learning environment.
Districts have trimmed down previous standards and instead identified key targets that are
essential for each grade level. In some states, detailed plans for continuity of learning are
required. Michigan, for example, require school leaders to provide a detailed plan so that schools
can continue instruction from a distance using a combination of methods and resources. In
developing standards for online learning, districts must also consider how they can maintain
consistency across other school districts within their state.

Assessments for Learning Gaps: Schools are re-evaluating traditional assessments of learning
gaps in an online learning environment. Grade-level grading standards and state-wide testing,
which have been cancelled during the crisis, are typically based on state-provided guidelines.
School districts determined that these traditional standards for evaluation, however, does not
allow schools to grade equitably in an online learning environment because of ongoing challenges
with reaching students.

Leveraging Partnerships: School districts are leveraging partnerships outside their education
system to meet needs for continuity of learning. Local public television stations, like PBS, help
school districts bridge gaps in learning. These public broadcast stations expand much needed
learning resources for students as a result of schools shutting down. Some universities, such as
Ohio University, also provide support to school districts by expanding learning resources that
school districts may otherwise be not able to provide.

Summer Learning: Early conversations regarding the potential of augmenting some instruction
during the summer to minimize learning loss have taken place in some districts. Summer
programs, however, will require further evaluation as social distancing guidelines and budget
concerns may hinder implementation.

Q: How are grading standards changing in an online learning environment?

A: Most districts look for general guidance from their state as well as work with education partners, teacher
unions, and fellow superintendents in considering grading standards in an online learning environment.
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Options considered include continuing to provide letter grades for students who can be reached,
broadening grading standards to pass/fail or credit/no-credit, or offering feedback in lieu of grades.

Districts must consider the following in selecting a grading standard that will work for their student
population:

B Consistency: There is a lot of pressure in each district to maintain consistent grading across the
state. If one district implements grading standards that differ from others in the state, the district
must be able to explain and defend differences in grading.

[ |

Equity: Districts must consider how to provide equitable grading and credit-granting practices.
Unlike a traditional classroom, the online learning environment is not a level playing field for
grading since students have varying degrees of access to internet, technology, and academic
support at home. Most districts believe that grading in the current online learning environment
rewards affluence, connectivity, and privilege.

How are school districts providing academic support to struggling students during school closures?

Districts recognize that limited preparation for the change to remote learning and limited resources make
providing academic support to struggling students difficult. While the level of support may be dictated by
law for certain populations, such as students with disabilities, districts still aim to provide support to all
students by identifying trends and working with teachers to address needs.

When providing academic resources, districts remain mindful that students may not have access to the
same level of support at home and that the home environment may be significantly different than the
classroom environment. Consequently, districts are planning for remediation and revised curricula when
students return to schools.

How are school districts supporting parents in continuity of learning at home?

Districts consider parents as important partners in promoting continuity of learning at home. Since school
closures, schools have regularly communicated with parents to keep them informed and manage
expectations while school leaders work on the transition to an online learning environment. Early
communications include information on available online learning resources and teacher-suggested
activities that can keep students engaged in learning at home.

As schools fully transition into an online learning environment, districts continue to expand available
supports to parents. School districts may provide parents with any of the following:

B virtual Meetings: Some districts may engage parents through virtual meetings to discuss learning
plans for the week or training on available online learning resources.

B Recorded Trainings: Training modules or recorded trainings for parents have been provided by
school districts to help them navigate learning resources such as LMS.

B Weekly Learning Plans: Districts may also offer parents with weekly lesson plans, such as a “Week
at a Glance,” to help anticipate learning goals for the week.

B Teacher Communications: Teachers will also communicate to parents on a regular basis to ensure
continuity of learning and address any access challenges.

B virtual Office Hours: Teachers may also provide virtual office hours as an opportunity for students
and their parents to reach out with any questions.

]

Parent Mentors: Some districts have parents who also serve as mentors to other parents within
the school district. Districts consider these parent mentors as valuable partners in providing
parent-to-parent support. These parent mentors serve to replicate instead of recreate success.
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PLANNING FOR THE END OF THE SCHOOL YEAR

Q: How are school districts handling graduation requirements and ceremonies?

A: While districts first look to general guidelines and graduation requirements provided by their states, they
also collaborate with local districts directly. The goal is to identify agreed upon requirements across the
state that also respect individual district autonomy. In recognition of the challenges faced by schools and
students, several universities in California communicated that they will accept pass/fail grades on applicant
transcripts without penalty.

While it will be difficult if not impossible to hold traditional graduation ceremonies during the crisis, districts
are developing creative ways to celebrate, and some districts have hosted virtual open forums to gather
community feedback and ideas.

Q: What are the implications for teacher evaluations?

A: While districts approach evaluation differently, some school districts may be directed by legal counsel to
use any evaluations that have already been completed and to complete all other evaluations when teachers
return in the fall. Districts also work closely with teachers’ unions on this issue, as evaluations are part of
teachers’ contracts.

Some states are not required to provide teacher evaluations as a result of the crisis. District leaders, may
however, may provide feedback at their discretion. This has resulted in an unintended consequence where
teachers teach without fear.

Q: What are districts considering in terms plans for summer school?

A: As the crisis continue to evolve, districts do not anticipate large groups coming together at summertime. In
early discussions, districts are considering the following:

®  Blended Programs: Programs that blend continued online learning opportunities with small school
group activities in selected sites.

B Targeted Bootcamp Model: Programs that have specific learning objectives targeted for students
known to not be progressing before the COVID-19 crisis and students who need additional
academic support as a result of the crisis.

[ |

Leverage Outdoor Spaces: Programs that leverage outdoor spaces that will allow staff and
students to maintain social distancing while gaining the benefits of face-to-face interaction.
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LOOKING AHEAD

Q: How has anticipated learning loss and impact from the pandemic influence school districts’ planning
and expectations for the next school year?

A: School districts must consider multiple possible scenarios and a path forward for each as the COVID-19
crisis evolves in the coming months. If schools were to re-open, school districts will need to assess how
they can adjust operations to ensure a safe environment for students and staff. On the other hand, if
schools continue in an online learning environment, school districts will need a plan to sustain and evolve
how online learning is executed to meet learning outcomes.

Additionally, districts are considering how they might meet anticipated learning loss as a result of the crisis
at the start of the school year. District will need to evaluate how to modify beginning of year instruction
to account for learning loss as a result of the crisis.

The reopening plan will be contingent on the environment we will be in terms of the virus. While possible
scenarios are being discussed, districts must remain flexible and fluid because the environment is changing
so quickly. What is clear, however, is that the educational system will not look the same as before.

Q: How might the economic implications of the crisis impact district budgets in the future?

A: Districts, across the country, will likely face funding cuts given the economic implications of the crisis.
Difficult decisions are anticipated as school districts will face challenging times in the coming years.
School districts will need to be conservative in their approach and prepare staff for what the economic
outlook might mean for labor needs.

Q: How might lessons learned from the crisis strengthen how school districts operate and teach students
in the future?

A: The crisis and resulting school closures have rapidly forced changes in teaching, learning, and general school
operations, and public education will likely be forever different. While the transition has been difficult, it
may inspire technological and pedagogical innovation that teachers can apply to the traditional classroom
setting. The crisis may also shift public perception and understanding of teachers and schools to better
align with the central role they play in general community support and service.

JOIN THE CONVERSATION

These FAQs are a summary from our Weekly Superintendents Leadership Council Q&A sessions. These sessions
provide an opportunity for district leaders to share strategies and perspectives related to school closures, remote
learning, and community support amidst the COVID-19 pandemic.

Interested in joining the conversation? Register !
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ABOUT HANOVER RESEARCH

Hanover Research provides high-quality, custom research and analytics through a cost-effective model that helps

clients make informed decisions, identify and seize opportunities, and heighten their effectiveness.

OUR SOLUTIONS
ACADEMIC SOLUTIONS

e College & Career Readiness:
Support on-time student graduation and prepare all
students for post-secondary education and careers.

e Program Evaluation:
Measure program impact to support informed,
evidence-based investments in resources that
maximize student outcomes and manage costs.

« Safe & Supportive Environments:
Create an environment that supports the academic,
cultural, and social-emotional needs of students,
parents, and staff through a comprehensive annual
assessment of climate and culture.

LEADERSHIP SOLUTION

ADMINISTRATIVE SOLUTIONS

e Family and Community Engagement:
Expand and strengthen family and community
relationships and identify community
partnerships that support student success.

e Talent Recruitment, Retention

& Development:

Attract and retain the best staff through an
enhanced understanding of the teacher
experience and staff professional development
needs.

e Operations Improvement:
Proactively address changes in demographics,
enrollment levels, and community expectations in
your budgeting decisions.

Build a high-performing administration that is the first choice for students, parents, and staff.

OUR BENEFITS

EXPERT
200+ analysts with

multiple methodology
research expertise

FLEXIBLE
Ongoing custom research
agenda adapts with
grganizatiens' needs
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