
Planning the Return to School
7 Questions School Boards Must Ask

With the 2020-21 school year quickly approaching, school administrators and their boards 
face critical back-to-school decisions. They must promote health and safety for students 
and staff and safeguard sensitive data online—all while ensuring that students are learning, 
whether remotely or in a modified in-person environment. 

“ Board members have  
a lot of responsibility in all 
this. They are now making 
life and death decisions.”

   Diana Baker Freeman 
Governance Specialist 
Diligent 

Through it all, students, their families, academic staff and the community 
expect schools to provide them with real-time updates as important 
decisions are made. Remote operations increase the challenge. As 
community leaders, the board should set a tone of preparedness and 
confidence. The best way to do this is to be prepared for as many 
scenarios as possible in the face of uncertainty.

There are several important questions school boards must ask their 
administrations in the days ahead. In a recent webinar titled Moving 
from Crisis to Calm, AJ Crabill, Governance Expert, winner of the 2019 
James Bryant Conant Award and former Deputy Commissioner for 
Governance at the Texas Education Agency; and Diana Baker Freeman, 
Governance Specialist with Diligent, discuss the board’s role in returning 
to school and healing the community.



1.  How will the school district ensure physical and  
emotional safety?

Reopening schools for onsite learning brings a host of challenges. Health concerns now drive nearly every 
decision—from facilities to instruction to staffing and so on. Schools must comply with CDC guidelines for 
everything from hygiene and visitor protocols to symptom monitoring and more; this includes actions needed 
if a member of the academic community tests positive for the COVID-19 virus. Schools with one nurse on staff, 
typically focused on inventorying and dispensing first aid, may suddenly find themselves on the front lines of a 
COVID outbreak.

Facility cleanliness is one area of special concern. Districts will need to rigorously maintain physical facilities: 
gyms, playgrounds, hallways and more. Will schools replace water fountains with bottled water? How will teachers 
enforce social distancing during class and in cafeterias during lunches and breakfasts? 

Meanwhile, districts need to consider the community’s emotional health. After months at home during a severe 
health and economic crisis, it’s all having an impact.

“This is not just frustration,” said Freeman. “We’ve heard terms like shellshocked—literally a neurological impact 
on students.”

Students, families, teachers, staff and the community confront a host of fears and questions in this changing 
situation, leading back to the core concern: Is it safe to send my child back? Board members, as advisors and the 
“face” of the school leadership team, play a pivotal role in assuaging these fears.

“As we move forward from crisis to calm, the board plays a big role,” said Freeman. “Looking around, having a 
plan, communicating that calm, whether schools are opened or closed.”

“ 25-30% of parents don’t 
feel comfortable sending 
kids back to traditional 
classrooms right now.”

   Diana Baker Freeman 
Governance Specialist 
Diligent 

Prioritize conversations and decisions about how to:

■   Apply CDC guidelines for a healthy environment and operations

■   Promote behaviors that may reduce the spread of the virus

■   Prepare for when someone gets sick

■   Implement resources and strategies for coping and resilience

■   Communicate with concerned students, families, teachers  
and staff

■   Engage with the community to increase the comfort level with 
returning onsite

Action Items for Your Board 



2.  How are you addressing student learning and any  
barriers that exist?

COVID-19 didn’t just add new obstacles to learning—it also made existing ones worse. 

Teachers haven’t been able to deliver instruction, build relationships or learn from each other in familiar settings. 
Students have been removed from the learning environment they’re used to or barred from extracurricular 
activities, like sports, music, theater and clubs. These challenges will continue in the months ahead.

Meanwhile, during months of stay-at-home orders, students without adequate technology and connectivity at 
home fell even further behind. The problem was exacerbated for many with special needs, like mobility issues, 
disabilities and language barriers. These students have generally struggled with remote learning technologies, 
disrupted routines, and the sudden lack of in-classroom support. 

Without in-person interactions, teachers have been less likely to give students who are not self-directed learners 
the extra guidance they need. Additionally, the lack of classroom time makes it difficult, if not impossible, for 
teachers to spot signs of learning disabilities, homelessness and abuse, and take appropriate actions to address 
those issues. 

“The COVID-19 crisis reminds people just how vital teachers are in our community. They are the early warning 
system when something is amiss,” said Crabill. “We saw across Texas a 50% reduction in calls to CPS [Child 
Protective Services] when children stopped going into school. Our teachers do a lot more than people realize.”

In their guidance and oversight role, boards play an important part in making sure students and teachers have the 
resources to maintain education in the new COVID-19 school environment.

Regularly check in with administrators about the status of: 

■   Remote learning equipment for households in need, including 
access to WiFi hotspots or other means of connectivity

■   Adaptive technologies, like closed captioning equipment  
for video feeds and clear PPE for students with certain disabilities

■   Curricula and instruction for ESL learners and students in need  
of more hands-on instruction

■   Early detection of abuse, neglect, homelessness and other 
issues—even in a virtual or blended-learning setting

Action Items for Your Board “ What is the data on student 
engagement during the 
spring and summer 
shutdown? What is the 
district doing to address the 
special needs of students 
with learning differences? 
This spring and summer, 
students without internet 
access and home computers 
fell behind. What is your 
district doing to close the 
digital divide?”

   Diana Baker Freeman 
Governance Specialist 
Diligent 



3.  How are you measuring learning outcomes and 
instructional efficacy?

The transition from crisis to calm also requires a renewed focus on learning outcomes. To make up for the three-
month “COVID-19 slide” and minimize additional setbacks, schools must move past the quick fixes of the past 
spring and summer. “Instruction for America’s children essentially came to a standstill in March,” Crabill noted. It’s 
time to ramp it back up again. 

Unfortunately, COVID-19 has put standardized tests on hold and has limited student observation to video 
connections. Meanwhile, parental intervention at home—though frequently unintentional and well-meaning—
can skew assessments of topic mastery. That’s bad news on many fronts. Schools must understand how their 
students are performing to determine a scope and sequence for fall semester classes and to provide extra 
support for students who need it.

In Crabill’s words: “Schools don’t exist to deliver instruction. They exist to improve student outcomes.”

Fortunately, schools across the nation have found ways to adapt. Crabill shared what he’s been observing: “I 
reached out to school board members and superintendents: How are you looking at student learning? What data 
sets are you using to make sure students are learning?” 

Many schools have been using teacher-created assessments and quizzes or have simply been asking teachers to 
evaluate students’ progress, he reported. Other schools have tapped online learning portals, like Khan Academy, 
with built-in assessments 

Looking beyond the immediate COVID-19 response, measuring and monitoring learning outcomes “is too often 
lost in the hustle and bustle,” Crabill said. 

School boards are responsible for mandating an academic culture that prioritizes education. Now is a golden 
opportunity for them to lead the way in addressing disparities and measuring progress: What do we want our 
students to know, and how do we determine they’re learning it?

“When you move to an educated place of knowledge, then you can take action and engage in new actions that 
give rise to new results,” said Crabill. 

Initiate conversations to gather information on:

■   Data and metrics to measure student progress

■   Tools your school has been using—including those teachers have 
developed themselves

■   Best practices from other districts

■   Collaborative efforts with other districts, especially toward 
developing common assessment programs

Action Items for Your Board “  We need a stronger 
conversation around 
assessing mastery, even 
when we’re not in the same 
room—not only to deliver 
instruction but to ascertain 
if learning is happening.”

   AJ Crabill 
Governance Expert and  
winner of the 2019 James 
Bryant Conant Award



4.  How are you creating your school calendar in a way that 
allows for flexibility and change?

After concerns about safety, questions about scheduling are foremost in the minds of families, teachers and staff. 

Will students return to physical facilities on abbreviated or staggered schedules? Students want to know what to 
expect. Parents need to plan for additional at-home learning, particularly in terms of balancing schooling with their 
own work schedules. 

Furthermore, all of this could instantly change with a surge of new COVID-19 cases or additional orders from state 
or local governments. If classrooms shut down again, how will learning continue? As schools re-open, are the 
required policies, protocols and PPE (personal protective equipment) in place to ensure health and safety? 

In short, schools will need to adapt with multiple plans for the range of possible scenarios. There needs to be a 
plan A, plan B, plan C and so on. These need to include indicators or triggers that would initiate a plan change. 
Concurrently, communities will need to adjust to this new flexible scheduling. Boards can help parents feel 
comfortable by communicating that flexibility will be the new normal and plans are in place for many different 
scenarios.

As advisors, communicators and stewards of community trust, school boards play an essential role. First, they 
must help administrators balance safety, practicality and academic progress while planning for all contingencies. 
Concurrently, they must help the community adjust to new and changing possibilities for schedules, closings, 
reopenings and more. Furthermore, all of these confidential conversations, critical decisions and public 
announcements may have to happen while working remotely.

Ensure your is board equipped with:

■   Secure remote meeting capabilities to quickly digest and discuss 
new developments

■   A secure, searchable online library for storing documents  
and information

■   Tools for easily sharing public information with families, staff and 
the community

Action Items for Your Board “ The most common 
expectation is that schools 
are going to open with some 
degree of normality. But if a 
student or staff member has 
a fever or symptoms, the 
school will close and will 
have to jump back to virtual 
learning.”

   AJ Crabill 
Governance Expert and  
winner of the 2019 James 
Bryant Conant Award



5.  What is the best way to allocate and prioritize resources 
and find necessary funding flexibility? 

With revenue streams impossible to predict, and with masks and basic PPE alone costing tens of thousands of 
dollars, schools face serious budgeting challenges when it comes to ensuring the health, safety and education 
required for student success.

This “new normal” will force schools to make difficult spending decisions. Boards will need to work with 
administrators to optimize the use of mechanisms like reserves and non-designated funds. They’ll need to initiate 
conversations about spending priorities and advocate for resources like internet hot spots. They’ll have to be 
ready to explain these decisions to families, staff, community leaders and the public.

For example, now may be the time for districts to tap into reserve funds. “CDC guidelines are expensive,” Crabill 
explained. “But they should be one-time expenses, which makes it a reasonable proposition for boards to reach 
into reserve funds and draw down on those for safety needs so you can address instructional needs. Rather than 
cannibalize your instructional program, invest resources in doing both.” 

Have the right information available to make, communicate and 
advocate for funding decisions, including:

■   A consolidated view of priorities, schedules, inventories and 
funding buckets

■   Relevant data for prioritizing resources

■   Budgeting and resource management tools

■   Best practices by other schools and districts

Action Items for Your Board “ Once administrators have 
nailed down the options, the 
board needs to be proactive 
about being an advocate 
and communicator for 
the community, so folks 
are hearing it from people 
they’ve elected and trust.”

   AJ Crabill 
Governance Expert and  
winner of the 2019 James 
Bryant Conant Award



6.  How are sensitive decisions and data being handled? 

School boards are the public face of important return-to-school decisions, which means that data security is 
paramount. If personal information or private communications are breached during this challenging time, the trust 
of students, faculty, staff, families and the community will be difficult, if not impossible, to restore.

How is your board safeguarding in-person, virtual and hybrid board meetings—and the communications in 
between?

Because COVID-19 plans often deal with personal and health data, document storage systems, communications 
channels, voting functions, and other virtual systems need to be HIPAA- and FRPA-compliant. And since these 
discussions often involve sensitive data and conversations, it’s crucial that storage, communications, and voting 
systems are secured so information doesn’t prematurely leak or end up in the wrong hands.

Check your board portals, storage, messaging and communications 
systems for:

■   Cybersecurity protections (e.g., firewalls and encryption)

■   Compliance with HIPAA, FRPA, and other regulations

■   Secure access (e.g., two-factor authentication)

■   Safeguards for keeping confidential information private (e.g., 
“closed loop” communications)

Action Items for Your Board 



7.  How will you maintain transparency and open 
communications with the community?

With nearly every aspect of the 2020-2021 school year in flux due to the COVID-19 pandemic, public transparency 
will be more crucial than ever. At the same time, schools are also addressing problems like racism and economic 
disparities. 

Especially during this challenging time, school boards need open communications. Families, educators, staff and 
administrators will look to their school boards to provide guidance and direction. Communities expect details on 
how their school districts are protecting students and staff, and they want to be kept informed of decisions and 
changes.

Maintaining transparency during the start to this challenging school year and beyond will help your board retain 
public trust.

“ Looking at and finding 
difficult things is part of 
being a board member. 
It’s not just hugging kids 
and shaking hands at 
graduation. Boards [must] 
have the courage to have 
these conversations. Their 
role is to signal the things 
that are important to their 
community. That leadership 
has to start at the top.”

   AJ Crabill 
Governance Expert and  
winner of the 2019 James 
Bryant Conant Award

Make sure your board has, and regularly uses, tools for transparency 
and open communication, including:

■   Live-streamed meetings

■   Hybrid meetings to accommodate those not comfortable with in-
person meetings

■   Website or agenda portal that has the most up-to-date information

■   Online links to meeting details and agendas

■   Social media platforms for sharing meeting updates, agenda 
items, policies, library documents and other resources

Action Items for Your Board 



Navigate the return to school with BoardDocs

BoardDocs provides school districts a platform to exercise transparency and navigate remote collaboration 
effectively. Live-stream meetings, manage and update policies, vote securely, share agendas and documents 
with the community, and establish secure fields to protect confidential information. BoardDocs also provides 
a document storage area for organizing reference materials such as COVID-19 resources and superintendent 
updates. Schedule a demo today.

In a time of enhanced risk and disruption, make sure your board has the right 
information to ask the right questions. Schedule a BoardDocs demo today.

Call: 800-407-0141   |  Visit: boarddocs.com

Community is the next generation of BoardDocs.
Community by Diligent is the next generation of the industry leading solution, BoardDocs, a trusted tool used by over 
4,000 public governing bodies. The intuitive, easy-to-use paperless meeting software supports public leaders and board 
members to streamline the way they build agendas, distribute materials to the board, and communicate with constituents 
and before, during, and after public meetings - whether they are in person or virtual. 

“Diligent” is a trademark of Diligent Corporation, registered in the US Patent and Trademark Office. “Diligent Boards,” “Diligent D&O,” “Diligent Voting & Resolutions,” “Diligent Messenger”, “Diligent 
Minutes,” “Diligent Insights,” “Diligent Evaluations,” “Diligent Governance Cloud” and the Diligent logo are trademarks of Diligent Corporation. All third-party trademarks are the property of their respective 
owners. All rights reserved. © 2020 Diligent Corporation.
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