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O

ver the course of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, progressively more
complete data have shed light on the tremendous variation in districts’ approaches to
schooling (Burbio, 2021; Diliberti and Kaufman, 2020; Gross, Opalka, and Gundapaneni,
2021; and National Center for Education Statistics, undated-b). Some districts have provided fully remote learning since the outset of the pandemic, some have mostly provided in-person
learning, and others have fallen somewhere in between. In this report, we reveal the extent of the
divisions in public education during the 2020–2021 school year, from the mode of delivery to the
length of the school day.
We fielded the second survey of the American School District Panel (ASDP) from January 21
through March 5, 2021. This report is based on survey responses from 434 district leaders, including

KEY FINDINGS
■ Urban and rural districts have taken starkly different approaches to instruction: In February 2021, only 17 percent of urban
districts were offering fully in-person instruction to students, compared with 42 percent of rural districts.
■ More districts have shortened school time in 2020–2021 than have lengthened it—especially those offering any remote instruction. More than one-third of such districts had shortened the school day, and one-quarter had reduced instructional minutes.
■ Districts where a majority of students are of color were more likely than majority White districts to have cut instructional
minutes, likely because a higher proportion offered fully remote instruction.
■ More than half of districts overall, and about seven in ten urban districts in particular, offered tutoring in 2020–2021 and
increased social and emotional learning (SEL) minutes or programming.
■ About eight in ten districts have not cut spending in 2020–2021, and most foresee spending the same or more in 2021–2022.
Similarly, many more districts have hired rather than fired school staff in 2020–2021, and the prospect for next year looks the
same.
■ District leaders have great concern about shortages of substitute teachers, bus drivers, and teachers in several historically
difficult-to-staff subject areas for 2021–2022.
■ Two-thirds of districts lost some enrollment in 2020–2021 from the year before; their average decline was 5 percent. This is
twice as many districts and twice as large a decline as the year before.

400 superintendents of traditional public school
districts and 34 executive directors of charter management organizations (CMOs). These leaders come
from 48 states and the District of Columbia, and we
weighted their responses to be nationally representative. Districts vary greatly in size (from as few as
100 students to more than 100,000), racial composition (from 0 to 100 percent students of color), and
levels of poverty (from 0 to 100 percent of students
qualifying for free or reduced-price meals).
We summarize results from the survey in this
report. We asked district leaders how they operated
schools as of the time they took the survey, changes
they made to the school schedule and instruction in
2020–2021, teacher and parent support for in-person
instruction and the COVID-19 vaccine, districts’ use
of COVID-19 testing, student achievement levels, student enrollments, and spending and staffing patterns
for this school year and next.
Because district experiences vary, we divided
district leaders’ responses into the nine different
categories listed in Table 1. For simplicity, we refer
throughout this report to the January 21–March 5,
2021 period in which district leaders took the survey
as February 2021. We use the terms districts and district leaders to refer to both traditional public school
districts and CMOs. When we discuss differences
between these two groups, we refer to them as traditional public school districts and CMOs, respectively.
Note that all 34 CMOs in our sample are members
of the Charter School Growth Fund (an organization
that funds charter school expansion), and therefore
likely are not representative of all charters nationally.
We define fully in-person districts as those that
offered a large majority or all of their K–12 students

five full days of in-person schooling per week. In
other words, the default instructional mode was fully
in-person in these districts, with the likely possibility that some students opted for remote instruction.
This stands in contrast to fully remote districts, which
offered a majority of K–12 students entirely online
instruction without any in-person schooling. Hybrid
districts form a third category in which the majority of students were offered hybrid instruction that
consisted of some in-person instruction and some
remote instruction. Hybrid districts include ones
in which schools offered one to three days per week
in person and the remaining days through remote
learning; the category also includes districts using
differing instructional models for their elementary
versus secondary grades. We also created a fourth
category, any remote districts, which includes the
fully remote districts and the hybrid districts.
We conducted significance testing to rule out
the possibility that the differences we observed
among the nine district categories are caused by
chance. Because the intent of this report is to provide
exploratory, descriptive information rather than to
test specific hypotheses, we did not make statistical
adjustments for multiple comparisons.
In this report, we discuss only differences that
are statistically significant among district categories, such as urban, suburban, and rural districts
or low-and high-poverty districts. Our sample size
(434 respondents) places two notable limitations on
our analysis and presentation of results. First, we are
generally able to identify only differences between
district categories that are at least 15 percentage
points as statistically significant. Second, the relatively small number of survey responses restricts us

TABLE 1

The Nine Categories of Public School Districts Examined in This Report
District Type
Traditional
public
school
district
(n = 400)

CMO
(n = 34)

Student Racial and Ethnic
Composition

Locale
Urban
(n = 91)

Suburban
(n = 150)

Rural
(n = 190)

Majority
Majority White
(half or more students of
color
of students are
(n = 186)
White)
(n = 242)

Poverty Level
Low poverty
(less than half
of students
qualify for free
or reducedprice meals)
(n = 214)

High poverty
(half or more of
students qualify
for free or
reduced-price
meals)
(n = 213)

NOTES: We have incomplete demographic information on nine districts in our sample. These districts are always included in the total but are dropped
from analyses looking at differences between district categories when data are not available. For more information about how we defined these categories, see Appendix A.
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to relatively crude district categories for analysis,
such as low- versus high-poverty districts, to keep
the number of responses within each district category sufficiently large. Even with these rudimentary
distinctions, we still have as few as approximately
100 responses in some district categories (and even as
few as 34, in the case of CMOs). A finer-grained set of
categories, such as low-, medium-, and high-poverty
districts, could capture more-meaningful differences
in the way district leaders respond to the survey.
In our analysis, we observed more and larger
statistically significant differences in leaders’ responses
by district locale than by student racial and ethnic
composition and by poverty level. For this reason, we
highlight the urban-rural divide in leaders’ responses
throughout the report, although we discuss many other
notable differences among other district categories.
We describe the survey methodology and
weighting procedures in Appendix A. The full set of
survey questions and district and CMO responses are
provided in Appendix B. The structure of the survey
response options, combined with the nine district
category responses, rendered it impractical to publish all district categories’ responses to each survey
item within Appendix B. To see the full set of survey
questions disaggregated by all nine district categories, please visit our Interactive Survey Results Tool at
www.americanschooldistrictpanel.org/survey-results.
In the final section of our report, we discuss the
implications of these findings for public schools and
offer recommendations for educators, researchers,
and policymakers. We hope that these findings will
be particularly useful to districts, state departments of
education, and the federal Department of Education.

Remote Versus In-Person
Instruction During the 2020–
2021 School Year
Despite near-universal school closures in spring
2020, by late summer, differences had begun to
emerge in districts’ plans for instruction models to
begin the 2020–2021 school year (Gross, Opalka, and
Gundapaneni, 2020). On February 12, 2021, the
Biden administration set an ambitious goal to reopen
a majority of schools across the United States to

Abbreviations
AEP
ARP
ASDP
CMO
COVID-19
K–12
SEL

American Educator Panels
American Rescue Plan
American School District Panel
charter management organization
coronavirus disease 2019
kindergarten through 12th grade
social and emotional learning

in-person instruction by late spring 2021 (The White
House, 2021). In this section, we examine how many
schools were already providing in-person instruction
as of February 2021. We explore the distinctly
different approaches that districts have taken with
respect to instructional models and taking attendance for remote students. We also examine the
barriers that different categories of districts are facing
in their efforts to reopen schools.

Urban and Rural Districts Have Taken
Different Approaches to Remote
Versus In-Person Instruction
As of February 2021, 41 percent of the districts in
our sample offered fully in-person instruction five
days per week to all elementary (K–5) students, and
35 percent offered the same to all secondary (6–12)
students. All districts that were providing fully
in-person instruction to secondary students were
also providing fully in-person instruction to elementary students; however, some districts were offering
in-person instruction only at the elementary level.
These aggregated statistics mask a substantial
difference between rural and urban districts. Only
17 percent of urban districts offered fully in-person
instruction as of February 2021, while 42 percent of
rural districts did so (see Figure 1). The opposite pattern held for fully remote learning: Twenty-nine percent of urban districts offered fully remote instruction
compared with 10 percent of rural districts. Suburban
districts fell between their urban and rural counterparts, with 18 percent offering fully remote learning.
In contrast, there were no statistically significant
differences by locale with respect to hybrid instruction: Fifty-five percent of urban districts, 55 percent
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FIGURE 1

Percentage of Districts Offering Fully In-Person Instruction, February 2021
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NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the survey questions: “Which of the following most closely reflects how instruction is offered to the
majority of your elementary school-age students as of the date you are taking this survey?” and “Which of the following most closely reflects how
instruction is offered to the majority of your secondary school-age students as of the date you are taking this survey?” (n = 434). The vertical black
bars represent the 95-percent confidence interval for each estimate.

of suburban districts, and 48 percent of rural districts offered a combination of remote and in-person
instruction in February 2021.
The vast majority of rural districts have a majority White student population while urban districts
more commonly have majorities of students of color.A
Therefore, the geographic discrepancy in districts’
delivered instruction translates into stark racial and
ethnic differences in instructional models. As shown
in Figure 1, 45 percent of leaders in majority White
districts said that they provided fully in-person
instruction in February; in school districts with a
majority of students of color, only 21 percent of leaders said they provided such instruction.
These numbers echo findings from other sources
(e.g., National Center for Education Statistics,
undated-b) that, even a year into the pandemic,
districts serving mostly students of color were still far
less likely to be offering in-person instruction than
their majority White counterparts. Throughout the
pandemic, much higher percentages of Black and
Hispanic parents than White parents have preferred
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fully remote schooling for their children (Kogan,
2021). Furthermore, of the 34 CMOs in our sample—
60 percent of which are in urban areas—only 3 percent offered fully in-person instruction during the
winter. The large and overlapping confidence intervals mean that there is no difference in the percentage of low- versus high-poverty districts that were
fully in-person as of February 2021.

Rural District Leaders Perceived
Higher Levels of Support for In-Person
Instruction Among Both Teachers and
Parents Than Did Other District Leaders
Regardless of how districts were providing instruction
as of February 2021, we asked the district leaders who
took our survey to estimate the percentage of their
teachers that would be willing to teach fully in-person
with available safety protocols in place. We asked the
same district leaders to estimate the percentage of
their students’ parents that would be willing to send
their children to school fully in-person.

Overall, rural district leaders saw greater support
for in-person instruction from both their staff and
their students’ parents than urban district leaders did. Rural district leaders estimated that only
9 percent of their teachers were unwilling to return
in-person as of February 2021, compared with 18 percent of teachers in suburban districts and 27 percent
of teachers in urban districts. Similarly, rural district
leaders estimated that 21 percent of students’ families
were unwilling to let their children return in-person,
compared with 34 percent in suburban districts and
35 percent in urban districts (see Figure 2).
We also saw a sharp divergence in leaders’
perceptions by district type, where CMO leaders
estimated that 42 percent of parents were unwilling
to send their children to school each day in person,
compared with leaders of traditional public school
districts, who estimated that only 26 percent of parents would be unwilling to send their children back.
Similarly, leaders of districts in which a majority of
students are of color estimated that 34 percent of
parents would be unwilling to return, compared with
leaders of majority White districts, who estimated
that 21 percent would be unwilling to return.

These district leader perception data are the
only source we know that breaks out parental school
hesitancy by school district categories. Leaders’
perceptions about parental willingness to return
as of February 2021 correspond somewhat with
parents’ own responses, although leaders appear to
underestimate parental hesitancy. A February 2021
nationally representative survey of parents found that
68 percent supported “in-person full-time classes at
soon as teachers are vaccinated” (Newall and Machi,
2021). In another survey conducted in late January to
early February 2021, 42 percent of parents preferred
remote instruction (Barnum, 2021).

Leaders of Majority Students of Color
Districts Perceived Less Parental
Support for In-Person Instruction
Parental hesitancy about school reopenings this
school year is also related to the racial and ethnic
composition of the student population (Gilbert et al.,
2020; Kogan, 2021). In districts with majorities of
students of color, district leaders estimated that
34 percent of parents were unwilling to send their

FIGURE 2

District Leaders’ Perceptions of the Percentage of Parents Who Would Be Unwilling to
Send Their Students to In-Person School Five Days per Week
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NOTES: This figure uses response data from the survey question: “Approximately what percentage of your students’ families are willing to send their
students to fully in-person school (with available measures in place such as masks, cohorting of students to the degree possible, improvements to
air filters, and school cleaning procedures), as of the date you are taking this survey?” (n = 433). The vertical black bars represent the 95-percent
confidence interval for each estimate.
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children back to in-person schooling, compared with
21 percent of parents in majority White districts
(see Figure 2). Leaders with majorities of students
of color in their districts were also more likely than
their majority White peer districts to deem parents’
concerns as a major barrier to in-person instruction
(25 percent versus 13 percent, respectively).

District Leaders Deemed Parents More
Unwilling Than Teachers to Return to
In-Person Instruction but Considered
Teachers’ Concerns a Greater Barrier
District leaders estimated that 14 percent of their
teachers and 26 percent of their students’ families
would be unwilling to send their children to in-person
schooling (see Figure 3). This pattern of greater
unwillingness among parents than teachers held
across all nine categories of districts we examined.
District leaders perceived that more teachers
than parents were willing to return to in-person
instruction, but more district leaders deemed teacher
or teacher union concerns a major barrier to in-person
instruction compared with parental concerns.
We lack a sufficient sample size to break out
leaders’ responses by state, but we note that this
FIGURE 3

District Leaders’ Estimates of Barriers to
Returning to In-Person Learning

trend could especially hold in districts where teacher
union negotiations are involved in reopening schools,
as many teachers’ unions have expressed concerns
about returning to in-person schooling (Levenson
and Grayer, 2020). By contrast, two-thirds of district
leaders said that parents’ concerns were a minor—but
not a major—barrier to in-person instruction.
These are leaders’ perceptions rather than direct
evidence from teachers or parents regarding their
willingness to return, but we include the information
because of the paucity of timely survey data, particularly from parents, on willingness to send children to
school in-person. We also include these data because
leaders’ perceptions—whether accurate or not—can
influence their decisions.

Most Districts Offering Any Remote
Instruction Defined Attendance via a
Once-per-Day Check-In
We asked separate questions about attendancetaking methods for both elementary and secondary
students. However, a large majority (85 percent) of
districts delivering any remote instruction applied
the same attendance policy across grade levels, so we
describe only attendance for secondary students here.
At the secondary level, 70 percent of districts
used a definition of attendance corresponding to
a once-per-day check-in (see Figure 4). Districts
defined these check-ins in the following ways:
•

•
26%

30%
18%

14%
Teachers

Parents

Teachers

Parents

District leaders said that . . . but district leaders
families would be more were more likely to feel
unwilling to return to
that teacher concerns
in-person learning. . .
were a major barrier
NOTE: The vertical black bars represent the 95-percent confidence
interval for each estimate.

6

•
•
•

Thirty-two percent of districts defined
attendance as at least one interaction per day
between a teacher and a student or a student’s guardian.
Nineteen percent defined it as evidence that
the student has logged in that day to the
school site or learning management system.
Eight percent defined it as submission of a
daily assignment.
Seven percent defined it as daily sign-in on a
form by students or a guardian.
Four percent defined it as at least once-perday student participation in a synchronous
class.

Meanwhile, 21 percent of districts had a threshold for attendance that was more frequent than

FIGURE 4

How Districts Defined Attendance for Remote Students
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NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the survey question: “How do most schools in your [district/CMO] define attendance for
secondary school-age students in 2020–2021?” Only district leaders who said that their districts were offering any remote instruction this school
year received this question (n = 232). Although we asked about attendance separately for elementary and secondary students, we only present
data for secondary students because the answers were similar for both categories. The figure does not depict an “other” category, which
25 respondents selected. Respondents who said that they were defining attendance in “other” ways often said that they were using multiple
methods to track attendance (e.g., participation and assignment submission, log in and contact with teachers).

a once-per-day check-in (i.e., participation in all
assigned synchronous classes each school day). Ten
percent defined attendance with a metric that is less
frequent than a once-per-day check-in (e.g., submission of several assignments each week, several log-ins
per week).

Changes to Instructional
Offerings This School Year
In addition to choosing instructional models for this
school year, district leaders also had to make decisions
about how to structure their school day and how to
adapt their instructional practices to COVID-19. Our
data suggest that districts made a number of changes

this school year, but we do not yet know which
changes will outlast the pandemic.

Half of Districts Shortened School Time,
Likely Because of Remote Instruction
Schedule changes were very common during
2020–2021; seven in ten districts made at least one
change to their schedule in the first half of the school
year. The most frequent changes were cuts, rather
than additions: Schools either shortened the school
day (29 percent of districts), decreased the number
of days in the school year (18 percent), decreased
instructional minutes for at least some courses
(17 percent), or cut some non-core courses to focus
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on core courses (14 percent) (see Figure 5). Half
of districts made one or more of these cuts, while
19 percent made one or more additions.
Reductions in school time were especially likely
in districts offering any remote instruction. For
example, 38 percent of leaders in districts that offered
any remote instruction in February 2021 said that
they had shortened the school day, and 24 percent
said that they had reduced instructional minutes. By
contrast, districts that were fully in-person (primarily
rural districts) were less likely to reduce school time:
11 percent of fully in-person districts shortened the
school day and 5 percent reduced instructional minutes. (Our survey did not ask leaders whose districts
made cuts to school time about compliance with their
state’s minimum instructional requirements.)
Since we know from this survey and others
that high-poverty districts and districts that enroll
a majority of students of color were more likely to
provide remote instruction this school year (see
also Diliberti and Kaufman, 2020), this implies that
low-income students and students of color might
have received less school time over the course of this
school year than their White and more economically advantaged peers. We find some evidence for
this implication in our survey data. Although we
did not observe any statistically significant differences in changes to school time by district poverty
level, leaders in districts with majorities of students
of color were more likely than majority White peer
districts to say that they had shortened the school day
FIGURE 5

Schedule Changes During the 2020–
2021 School Year

6%

Lengthened
the school
day

29%

Shortened
the school
day

8

6%

Increased
instructional
days

18%

Decreased
instructional
days

9%

4%

Increased
instructional
minutes

Added
Saturday
school

17%

14%

Decreased
instructional
minutes

Cut
noncore
courses

(37 versus 21 percent, respectively) and had decreased
instructional minutes for at least some courses
(23 versus 11 percent, respectively). We suspect that
our measure of district poverty (low versus high) is
not precise enough to capture underlying differences.
The reduction in school time for historically disadvantaged students is of particular concern because
it reflects different opportunities to learn that could
exacerbate pre-pandemic racial and ethnic and socioeconomic gaps in standardized test scores (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020).
CMOs—97 percent of which were offering any
remote instruction in February—were particularly
likely to shorten the school day. Of the CMOs in our
sample, 53 percent shortened the school day while
only 8 percent lengthened it. However, we hypothesize
that because some charter schools historically offered
more school hours before the pandemic than traditional public schools (Lake, 2008; National Center for
Education Statistics, undated-a), they might have had
more room to cut instruction while still meeting state
requirements for instructional minutes.

Nearly All Districts Made Changes to
Instructional Programming, and More
Than Half Offered Tutoring
Our survey asked district leaders whether they
adopted one or more of 13 listed changes in instructional programming during the 2020–2021 school
year (see Table 2). Ninety-six percent of district
leaders said that they had made at least one of these
changes. (Note that although our survey question
asked about changes that leaders had adopted this
year, we cannot be certain that each of these services
were, in fact, new as of the 2020–2021 school year.)
As shown in Figure 6, the top four changes, which
half or more of districts enacted, included
1. adopting an online-accessible curriculum
(71 percent of districts)
2. adding software or courses to review previously taught content (60 percent)
3. offering tutoring one-on-one or in small
groups (57 percent)
4. adding SEL programming or minutes
(56 percent).

TABLE 2

Instructional Changes During the 2020–2021 School Year, by Category of School
District
Urbanicity

Student Racial and
Ethnic Composition

Poverty Level

Urban Suburban Rural

Majority Majority
White
Students
Students of Color

Low
High
Poverty Poverty

District Type
Traditional
Public School
District

CMO

Adopted new online-accessible
curriculum or instructional
materials

71

68

76

75

67

70

71

69

72

Added software, courses, or
coursework to review previously
taught content

61

42

47

57

64*

63

55

58

62

Offered one-or-one or small
group tutoring

56

75*

72

55

55*

53

61

52

60

Added or increased SEL
programming or minutes

55

67

69

62

50*

53

58

58

53

Provided professional
development about how to
remediate learning

47

54

66

32*

51*

48

44

38

53*

Decreased class sizes

37

39

37

36

38

41

33

37

38

Offered online course credit
recovery

37

10*

34

39

35

38

35

38

36

Adopted a new learning
management system

27

35

47

24*

26*

23

33

20

33*

Changed grading policy to
assign students incompletes
rather than failing grades

27

36

34

31

23

26

29

30

25

Delayed the use of planned
new curriculum or instructional
materials

20

17

20

20

24

15

26

16

Reduced number of elective
courses to increase staff or
resources for core academic
sources

13

32

20

13

11

11

16

15

12

Grouped students by ability level

3

11

4

2

4

2

6

1

6*

Increased class sizes

1

0

8

1

0

0

2

1

2

Instructional Change

2*

NOTES: This table depicts response data from the survey question: “Which of the following changes to instructional programming have any one or more
of your schools adopted for this school year (2020–2021)?” (n = 424). Respondents could select a “not applicable” option if they had not made any instructional changes, or they could select “other” and provide a written response. Both of these categories are omitted from the table. Four percent of district leaders selected “not applicable,” and 6 percent selected “other.” Asterisks (*) indicate a significance difference (p < 0.05) between the percentage of
CMO leaders, suburban district leaders, rural district leaders, and leaders in high-poverty districts who indicated making an instructional change this year
and their respective reference groups (leaders of traditional public school districts, urban district leaders, and leaders of low-poverty school districts).

Table 2 shows the percentage of districts in each
of the nine categories that adopted one or more of
these changes. As the asterisks in the table indicate,
the greatest number of statistically significant differences occur between urban and rural districts. Lowversus high-poverty districts and traditional public
school districts versus CMOs had an equal number of

differences in the instructional changes they adopted
for 2020–2021.
For example, seven in ten urban districts and
seven in ten CMOs (which are predominantly urban
in our survey) offered one-on-one or small group
tutoring—statistically significantly higher figures
than their rural and traditional public school district
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FIGURE 6

Substantive Changes Made to Instruction During the 2020–2021 School Year
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NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the survey question: “Which of the following changes to instructional programming have any one
or more of your schools adopted for this school year (2020–2021)?” (n = 424). Respondents could select a “not applicable” option if they had not
made any instructional changes or could select “other” and provide a written response. Both of those categories are omitted from the figure. Four
percent of district leaders selected “not applicable” and 6 percent selected “other.”

counterparts, respectively (see Table 2). Notably, this
tutoring could help offset the decrease in school time
because these districts are the ones most likely to
have switched to remote instruction. CMOs were also
much less likely than traditional public school districts
(10 percent versus 37 percent) to offer online credit
recovery. High-poverty districts were more likely than
low-poverty districts to adopt a new learning management system during 2020–2021 and to provide professional development about remediating learning.
We also examined those districts that offered
any remote instruction as of February 2021 to see if
their instructional changes differed from their fully
in-person district counterparts. These results are not
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shown in Table 2. We found that any remote districts
were more likely than fully in-person districts to have
adopted a new learning management system, added
social and SEL programming, offered one-on-one
tutoring, provide professional development about
remediating learning, and changed their grading policy to allow for incompletes instead of failing grades.

Three-Quarters of District Leaders
Said That Students Had Fallen Behind
in Math and Reading
Leaders from all nine categories of districts said that
they thought that their students were behind in both

math and reading. Eighty percent of district leaders
said that their students were behind in math in fall
2020 relative to where their students were in fall 2019,
with 20 percent saying that students were much farther behind. Seventy-seven percent of district leaders
said that their students were behind in reading, with
11 percent saying students were much farther behind.
This finding aligns with other early reports that
suggest high levels of pandemic-related learning loss
(Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Curriculum Associates, 2021).
Leaders of high-poverty districts and CMO leaders were especially likely to say that their students were
somewhat or much farther behind in reading—the
same categories of districts that were less likely to be
providing fully in-person instruction. CMO leaders
were most likely to feel that their students were much
farther behind: Forty-three percent said so about their
students’ math and 33 percent about reading. These
disparities comport with research showing that low-income students’ performance has declined more than
that of their higher-income peers during the pandemic
(Chetty et al., 2020; Curriculum Associates, 2021).
Most district leaders had data to back up their
estimates of their students’ preparation this fall:
Eighty percent had administered a district-wide
student assessment (e.g., the MAP, i-Ready) for math,
reading, or both in one or more of grades K–5 this
school year. Seventy percent had done the same for
one or more of grades 6–8, and 40 percent had done
so for one or more of grades 9–12. Remote instruction did not appear to be keeping districts from
administering assessments to track student performance: Eighty percent of districts using any remote
instruction assessed at least one grade level, as did
86 percent of fully in-person districts.

District Leaders Said That Students
Were Also Behind in Social and
Emotional Development
In February 2021, 77 percent of district leaders
agreed that their students were behind in their social
and emotional skill development compared with
where they were in fall 2019. (The wording of the survey question was “When your students started school
in fall 2020, how far behind socially and emotionally

Our greatest concern is
the loss of instructional
time and academic
progress for students
[who] are virtual because
of COVID fears but [who]
are not actively engaged
in completing their work
online.
—Rural district leader
were students compared to where they were at the
start of fall 2019?”) Twenty percent of district leaders
said that students were “much farther” behind. We
note that district leaders likely had to make subjective judgements about students’ SEL preparedness
because a majority of districts in the United States
have not historically assessed students’ SEL competencies (Hamilton, Doss, and Steiner, 2019).
When asked an open-ended question about
concerns with respect to returning to full in-person
instruction in the next school year, two in ten district
leaders identified concerns related to social, emotional, and mental health. Nearly all of these district leaders who mentioned SEL and mental health
concerns—66 out of 67—were focused on the effects
that the pandemic has had on their students, and half
were similarly concerned about the impacts on staff.
Perhaps in response to their concerns about students’ lack of social development, 56 percent of district
leaders said that their districts had added or increased
SEL programming during 2020–2021. However,
leaders of rural districts were less likely than their
urban counterparts (50 percent versus 69 percent,
respectively) to say that they were adding programs to
address students’ social and emotional needs.
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We are deeply concerned
about expanded
achievement gaps and
academic recovery in
general, especially with
triple the levels of chronic
absenteeism and high
course failure rates.
—Urban district leader
Academic and Health and Safety
Concerns Topped District Leaders’
Concerns About the Next School Year
As our last survey item, we asked district leaders to
provide a written response to the question: “Once
it is safe to do so, what are your greatest concerns
about returning to operating schools in-person at full
capacity in the 2021–2022 school year?” Only 12 percent of district leaders said that they had no concerns
about returning to full instruction next year—most
of whom were in districts that were already back
in-person as of the time of the survey.
Meanwhile, the remaining 88 percent of district
leaders offered a wide variety of concerns. Three in
ten district leaders expressed concerns related to academics and instruction. In their comments, the vast
majority of these leaders expressed concerns about
learning loss, although some also mentioned concern
about starting or restarting programs and initiatives. A few leaders specifically cited concerns about
returning to the status quo, stating that they hope to
take lessons learned from the pandemic to change
instructional practices and approaches to learning.
District leaders’ concerns about the physical
health and safety of their community were about
equally as common as academic concerns. District
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leaders primarily noted concerns about keeping staff
and students safe and healthy, complying with health
and safety protocols, and getting staff or students in
their school community vaccinated.
Finally, staffing was among their greatest concerns for 12 percent of district leaders. Most of these
leaders were worried about recruiting and retaining
classroom teachers, substitute teachers, and other
staff. Others predicted that more teachers would take
leaves of absence because of health and safety concerns. For some district leaders, it was not just about
getting more staff, but getting the right staff; they
cited concerns about hiring or training staffing for
the instructional modes they plan to implement moving forward. For example, district leaders noted that
cohorting students, establishing socially distanced
classrooms, and creating hybrid options would necessitate different staffing models: Some teachers would
have to specialize in online instruction while others
would act as teacher generalists who taught several
subjects to one cohort of in-person students.

Enrollment, Spending, and
Staffing
Throughout the pandemic, local and state officials
have expressed considerable concern about forecasted
budget deficits caused by increased costs combined
with steep declines in tax revenue and public school
enrollments; these deficits could, in turn, lead to cuts
in public school budgets (Tatum, 2020; Kamenetz,
Treviño, and Bakeman, 2020). It is too early to assess
whether these fears will be realized, since current
school year budgets were set before the pandemic
occurred and because three rounds of federal
stimulus funds may fully offset state shortfalls. The
newest of these, the American Rescue Plan (ARP),
is by far the largest of the three stimulus packages
for K–12 education and authorizes $123 billion to
be obligated by September 2023 (Griffith, 2021;
National Conference of State Legislatures, 2021; U.S.
Department of Education, undated).
Evidence from this survey shows that school
spending for school years 2020–2021 and 2021–2022
is either stable or possibly increasing. Staffing has
also been relatively stable in 2020–2021. Since district

funding, which also sets parameters for staffing, is
typically determined by student enrollment counts,
we first discuss the extent to which districts’ enrollments have shifted over the last year.

Twice as Many Traditional Public School
Districts Lost Enrollment in 2020–2021
as in 2019–2020, and the Average Size
of the Decline Was Twice as Large
Between the 2018–2019 and 2019–2020 school
years—just before the pandemic began—roughly a
third of the traditional public school districts in our
survey sample experienced enrollment decreases, a
third saw increases, and a third saw very little change
(Figure 7). On average, among districts that lost
enrollment, they lost 2.4 percent of their enrollees.
Twice as many traditional public school districts
reported enrollment declines in 2020–2021, and
the average size of the decline was twice as large.
Specifically, two-thirds of traditional public school
districts saw enrollment decreases between the 2019–
2020 and 2020–2021 school years. And among those
that saw enrollment decreases during this period, the
average decline was 4.8 percent. However, that average
decline masks more-significant enrollment losses for a
sizable share of districts: Twenty-seven percent of traditional public school districts experienced a decline
of 5 percent or more. We did not observe differences
in changes to enrollment for low- versus high-poverty
districts, majority White versus majority students of
color districts, or urban versus rural districts.
For districts that reported a decline in enrollment, we posed seven possible reasons and asked if
each was not a reason, a minor reason, or a major
reason for the decline. The most common major reason—which 30 percent of leaders cited—was redshirting (families holding their child back from starting
preschool or kindergarten). This comports with recent
media reports that preschool and kindergarten enrollments have declined substantially over the past year
(Jacobson, 2020a; Jacobson, 2020b; Jacobson, 2021).
The second- and third-most common major
reasons—which 22 and 21 percent of district leaders
with enrollment losses selected, respectively—were
families moving out of the district at a greater rate

Perhaps my largest
concern is that people will
think we have to focus on
“catching kids up” when
we should actually be
recognizing and honoring
the powerful lessons
they’ve learned and the
assets they’ve developed
through the pandemic. I’m
worried that the focus will
be on “return to normal”
instead of collaboratively
generating a new, better,
more learner-focused
normal.
—Suburban district leader
than they were moving in and families opting into
home schooling. About one in ten district leaders
with enrollment losses said that private schools and
populations aging out of pre-K–12 education were
major reasons for the enrollment declines.
To at least partially test whether leaders accurately gauged reasons for their districts’ enrollment
declines, we examined whether leaders of districts
located in counties with greater shares of private
schools were more likely to cite enrollment losses to
private schools. We find some evidence to support
district leaders’ concerns about losing enrollment
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FIGURE 7

Enrollment Changes in the 2019–2020 and 2020–2021 School Years
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NOTES: This figure uses response data from the survey question: “Comparing your [district/CMO]’s enrollments in October 2020 to those in
October 2019, how has your overall enrollment changed?” (n = 385). To calculate estimates of traditional public school districts’ percentage change
in enrollments among the 2018–2019, 2019–2020, and 2020–2021 school years, we used survey data from this question compared with data on
district enrollment obtained from the 2018–2019 and 2019–2020 Common Core of Data. The vertical black bars represent the 95-percent
confidence interval for each estimate.

to private schools. Seven in ten district leaders in
counties where private schools comprised more than
10 percent of the school market cited private schools
as a minor or major reason for enrollment decline.
By comparison, only four in ten district leaders in
counties where private schools had a market share of
less than 10 percent said the same. Three in ten district leaders in counties with no private schools cited
losing students to private schools as a reason for their
enrollment decline, perhaps suggesting cross-county
enrollment into private schools.

Districts Spent the Same or More
in 2020–2021, and District Leaders
Expect the Same in 2021–2022
Eight in ten district leaders said that their expenditures were about the same or higher in school year
2020–2021 than in 2019–2020. This was a consistent
pattern across all nine categories of districts we
examined, as shown in Figure 8. One in ten reported
expenditures that grew by more than 15 percent. The
remaining two out of ten districts said their expenditures shrank by 5 percent or more.B
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Furthermore, when looking ahead, nine in ten
district leaders said that they expected their expenditures to stay the same or grow in 2021–2022 relative
to 2020–2021. Five in ten said that they expected a
large growth in expenditures of 5 to 15 percent, one
in ten said that they expected their expenditures to
grow by more than 15 percent, and the remaining
three in ten said that they expected no change. (Most
respondents took this survey during the period in
which the passage of the ARP looked likely, which
might explain why so many leaders foresaw growth
in expenditures.) However, 25 percent of urban district leaders predicted that expenditures will shrink,
compared with only 9 percent of rural district leaders. When district leaders did predict cuts, virtually
all foresaw large cuts ranging from 5 to 15 percent.

Six in Ten Districts Cut Expenses to
Cover Pandemic-Related Costs
In addition to questions about overall expenditures,
we asked district leaders if they had cut back certain
categories of expenditures in 2020–2021 to cover
COVID-19 costs. Of the 15 spending categories we
listed on the survey, districts most consistently cut

FIGURE 8

District Leaders Reporting That 2020–2021 Expenditures Were Equal to or More Than
2019–2020 Expenditures
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NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the survey question: “How has your [district/CMO]’s expenditures changed from last school year
(2019–2020) to this school year (2020–2021)? (n = 416). Vertical bars indicate the 95-percent confidence interval for each estimate.

noninstructional expenditures, such as building,
operations, and maintenance (22 percent of district
leaders said that they did this). District leaders also
cut capital outlays (20 percent), student transportation (19 percent), and books and supplies (18 percent).
Cost-cutting decisions were fairly consistent across
district categories. However, 13 percent of districts
that were fully in-person cut instructional technology expenditures, compared with only 4 percent of
districts that were using any remote instruction.

Many More Districts Hired Than Fired
School Staff During 2020–2021, and the
Prospect for Next Year Looks Similar
A little more than half (55 percent) of districts had
hired one or more of seven types of staff (paraprofessionals, teachers, service workers, mental health staff,
physical health staff, specialists, and school administrators) for schools in 2020–2021. In comparison,
only 10 percent had furloughed or laid off school staff
in one or more of these categories. When asked how

likely their districts would be to furlough or lay off
teachers in 2021–2022, three-quarters of district leaders thought that it was highly or somewhat unlikely,
although one in ten were unsure. Suburban leaders
were particularly concerned about furloughs or
layoffs: Thirteen percent of suburban district leaders
thought furloughs or layoffs were highly likely, and
12 percent thought they were somewhat likely.

Paraprofessionals, Teachers, and
Service Workers Were the Most
Common Hires
Paraprofessionals were the most common type of hire
in 2020–2021, which 28 percent of districts made, as
shown in Figure 9. Rural districts were more likely
to hire paraprofessionals than their urban counterparts. The second most common type of hire was
additional teachers (27 percent of districts overall);
approximately equal proportions of each of the nine
categories of districts we examined hired additional
teachers. Districts offering fully in-person instruction
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FIGURE 9

Percentage of Districts That Hired Staff in 2020–2021, by Professional Category
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NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the survey question: “Which of the following changes to school staffing have any one or more of
your schools adopted for 2020–2021?” (n = 424). Although the survey question asked about both hiring and firing staff, we present only data on
hiring because this action was much more common than firing. Respondents could select a “not applicable” option if they had not made any staffing
changes or “other” and provide a written response. Both of these categories are omitted from the figure. Thirty-five percent of district leaders
selected “not applicable,” and 8 percent selected “other.”

in February 2021 were no more or less likely to have
hired paraprofessionals or teachers.
Similarly, 24 percent of districts hired additional
service workers, such as janitors, presumably in an
effort to maintain a safe and healthy environment. We
observed similar increases across all nine categories
of districts, with the exception that majority White
districts were more likely to hire additional service
workers than districts with majorities of students of
color (28 percent versus 16 percent, respectively).
Also, 21 percent of districts hired staff to address
student mental health (e.g., social workers, psychologists), while 20 percent of districts hired staff to
address students’ physical health and safety (e.g.,
nurses). These rates of hiring were largely the same
across the nine categories of districts.
Meanwhile, 8 percent of districts furloughed
or laid off paraprofessionals, and 4 percent reduced
service workers. Districts offering any remote
instruction were especially likely to have furloughed
or laid off paraprofessionals: Eleven percent of districts offering any remote instruction reduced their
numbers of paraprofessionals, compared with only
1 percent of those fully in-person.
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There Was No Large Shortage of
Qualified Teachers In 2020–2021, but
There Was a Shortage of Qualified
Substitute Teachers
Thirty-five percent of district leaders said that they
did not experience a shortage of qualified teachers
during 2020–2021; another 41 percent said that there
was a slight shortage, 16 percent said that there was a
moderate shortage, and 8 percent said that there was a
considerable shortage. We observed few differences in
leaders’ responses to this question across the nine categories of districts. Majority White districts reported
a lesser degree of teacher shortages than did districts
with majorities of students of color. Although relatively
similar percentages of CMOs and traditional public
school districts reported a moderate or considerable
shortage of qualified teachers (30 percent and 24 percent, respectively), 40 percent of CMOs reassigned
central office staff to classrooms to cover teacher shortages in 2020–2021, while only 16 percent of traditional
public school districts reported doing so.
In contrast, 94 percent of district leaders
reported a shortage of qualified substitute teachers:

Fifty-one percent of leaders said that there was a considerable shortage, 26 percent said that there was a
moderate shortage, and 17 percent said that there was
a slight shortage. This shortage of substitute teachers
predates the pandemic, although there are some signs
that the pandemic is exacerbating this problem, especially in certain locations (Heubeck, 2020; Liu, 2020;
Quinton, 2020).

District Leaders Foresaw Shortages of
Teachers of Historically Understaffed
Subjects and of Bus Drivers
When asked about staff categories for which they
have “great concern about shortages” for the 2021–
2022 school year, district leaders identified substitute
teachers (73 percent), math teachers (59 percent),
special education teachers (58 percent), and science
teachers (49 percent). These are the same categories
for which public schools have long had the most acute
shortages (National Center for Education Statistics,
undated-c; Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, and CarverThomas, 2016). A new concern has arisen: Fiftyfive percent of district leaders had great concern
about a shortage of bus drivers.
As has historically been the case (García and
Weiss, 2020), leaders of high-poverty districts
expressed greater concerns about shortages in such
subjects as math and science. In other districts,
concerns were centered on certain staff categories as
opposed to all academic subjects or all noninstructional staff. For example, a greater proportion of
urban district leaders were concerned about special
education and math shortages than were their rural
and suburban peers.

Urban Districts Partnered with Outside
Providers More than Rural Districts
Did—Except for Partnering with Virtual
Instruction Providers
Eight in ten urban districts entered into one or more of
the following types of partnerships during the 2020–
2021 school year: social service agencies or contractors
to provide additional services or COVID-19 testing
(61 percent), childcare for families during work hours

This year remained
pretty static, [but] we
expect an explosion [in
enrollment next school
year], especially at the
lower grades where
families deferred starting
kindergarten.
—Urban district leader
(36 percent), before- or after-school programs to
provide academic support (35 percent), and in-person
supervision for students taking online courses during
the day (31 percent). Fewer rural districts than urban
districts were involved in such partnerships (see
Figure 10). However, similar percentages of urban and
rural districts partnered with online providers to provide virtual instruction, whether for tutoring or for
full-size classes of students. Again, suburban districts
generally fell between their urban and rural peers.

COVID-19 Vaccines, Testing,
and Safety
In addition to planning for student enrollment, staffing, and budget for next school year, district leaders
are considering how safe in-person instruction will
be in fall 2021. Having vaccinated staff, COVID-19
testing, and social distancing rules in place are
important considerations for districts’ ability to
reopen safely. This section examines the state of vaccine hesitancy and testing in schools as of February
2021 and the concerns that districts leaders had about
their ability to safely reopen moving forward.
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FIGURE 10

Partnerships Formed Between School Districts and Outside Providers, 2020–2021
61

Social services, such as mental health
or medical services or COVID-19
testing

42
33

An organization to provide childcare
for families (whether teachers or
others) during work hours

11

Before- or after-school providers to
provide in-person homework or
other academic support

9
9

36
17

35

An organization to provide in-person
supervision of students who join
online courses during the day

Urban

31

One or more online providers to
provide virtual instruction

20

Suburban

29

Rural

31
11
7
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Percentage
NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the survey question: “Which of the following changes to partnerships and services have any one or
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District Leaders Perceived That
Vaccine Hesitancy Was Highest Among
Rural Teachers
Lorem ipsum
As of the time of writing, all teachers are eligible
to be vaccinated, either through the Federal Retail
Pharmacy Program or under states’ prioritization
rules (Peele and Riser-Kositsky, 2021). Despite this
eligibility, as of February 2021, district leaders estimated that 28 percent of their teachers were unwilling to get the COVID-19 vaccine.
This is a higher estimate than that of a late
February 2021 survey by the National Education
Association of its teacher members (Will, 2021).
In that survey, 11 percent of the teachers said that
they would not be vaccinated, and another 3 percent were unsure. Nonetheless, we report district
leaders’ perceptions because they influence district
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policymaking and because they provide useful
insight about variations in attitudes among districts.
Specifically, district leaders perceived that vaccine
hesitancy was greater in rural areas: Leaders in rural
districts estimated that 33 percent of their teachers
would not be willing to be vaccinated compared with a
26-percent estimate in urban districts and a 19-percent
estimate in suburban districts (see Figure 11).

District Leaders Perceived Parents’
Hesitancy to Vaccinate Children as
Higher Than Teachers’ Hesitancy to Be
Vaccinated
In addition to asking leaders about their perceptions
of teachers’ willingness to get vaccinated, we also
asked leaders to estimate the percentage of their
students’ families who would support getting their

children vaccinated once a vaccine for children was
available. In February 2021, district leaders estimated
that 38 percent of their families would not support
getting their children vaccinated.
This estimate aligns with a March 2021 nationally representative parent survey about their willingness to have their children vaccinated in which
42 percent of parents said they would probably or
definitely not or else were not sure (Bair and Czink,
2021), and a second February 2021 parent survey in
which 39 percent of mothers and 22 percent of fathers
said that they were somewhat or highly unlikely to
get their children vaccinated if a vaccine was available (Simonson et al., 2021). We have not found any
parental survey data about COVID-19 vaccines that
disaggregate results by the type of district in which
parents enroll their children. We include district
leader estimates of parental willingness to have their
children vaccinated (broken out by district type in
Figure 12) as a starting point for district policymaking this coming year and because leaders’ perceptions
of parental willingness could affect school policy.
In all nine categories of districts, leaders estimated that vaccine hesitancy was higher among
parents than among teachers (Figure 12). For example, urban district leaders perceived that 40 percent
of students’ families would be unwilling to have their
children vaccinated but that only 26 percent of their
teachers would be unwilling to get vaccinated.
We do not know how district leaders arrived at
their estimates of teacher and parent support for vaccines. Leaders’ perceptions of greater parental unwillingness to get their children vaccinated could stem
from the lack of any Food and Drug Administration–
approved vaccine for children at the time of the
survey. There is also a historical pattern of heightened
parental concern (compared with non-parents) about
vaccines (Simonson et al., 2021).

Three in Ten Traditional Public
School Districts and Six in Ten CMOs
Reported Administering COVID-19
Tests in February
Nationally, private schools were the earliest leaders
of COVID-19 testing for staff or students, although

FIGURE 11

Leaders Perceived That Vaccine
Hesitancy Among Teachers Was Greatest
in Rural Districts
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public schools are increasingly offering tests (Faherty
et al., 2020). As of February 2021, a third of the
district leaders who took our survey administered
COVID-19 tests to either staff or students or both.
Among those districts that offered testing, about half
tested both staff and students and half tested staff
only. Virtually no districts were testing only students. CMOs were more likely than traditional public
school districts to offer testing (58 percent versus
30 percent, respectively). The vast majority of such
CMOs were testing both staff and students.

Implications
These survey results reveal how strongly perceived
support for and the actual delivery of in-person
schooling in 2020–2021 has cleaved along urban
and rural lines. Rural districts were more likely to
be offering fully in-person schooling to all of their
elementary and secondary students in February
2021, and rural leaders perceived a higher percentage
of both parental and teacher support for in-person
instruction. We observed significant differences
between urban and rural districts not only in their
instructional models but in how they changed

19

FIGURE 12

Perceived Vaccine Hesitancy Among Teachers and Students’ Families
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estimate.

instruction. For both instructional models and
practices, there were larger differences for urban
and rural districts than for low- and high-poverty
districts and majority White districts and majority
students of color districts.
Research studies and media accounts reveal
several reasons for higher rural support for and
provision of in-person schooling. These include
political leanings and perceptions about COVID-19
transmission, fewer teachers belonging to unions in
rural areas, later outbreaks of COVID-19 in rural
locations combined with less population compared
with urban locations, and the practical constraints of
limited broadband access in some rural areas (Cox,
2020; Hartney and Finger, 2020; Jones, 2020; LehrerSmall, 2021; National Center for Education Statistics,
undated-e; and Valant, 2020).
This survey illustrates how the choice of remote
instruction has had effects that extend beyond the
much-reported concerns about remote instruction’s
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lower quality. Districts that were providing any
remote instruction in February 2021 were more likely
than those that were fully in-person to have shortened the school day, cut instructional minutes, and
cut some non-core courses. Because rural districts—
which were primarily fully in-person or hybrid—did
not decrease instructional minutes to the degree that
urban districts did, this means that urban students of
color have likely lost more instructional minutes this
year than their White counterparts in rural districts.
This matters because scheduled instructional minutes
(whether delivered in-person or online) is a necessary
precursor for productive academic learning time in
school, which in turn is predictive of student achievement (Fisher et al., 1980; Hawley et al., 1984; Karweit,
1985; and Karweit and Slavin, 1982).
However, the results of this survey also show
that districts have already taken a number of steps to
address pandemic-related learning loss. For example, more than half of districts are already providing

tutoring—a fact that has not received considerable
attention in the national discussion about using
tutoring as a means of accelerating learning in
2021–2022. Urban districts and CMOs were especially likely to offer tutoring services.
Although two-thirds of districts have experienced
a decline in enrollment, our survey provides an initial
indication that this enrollment loss might not be permanent. The most commonly selected major reason
for enrollment loss was redshirting. Results from
other studies during the pandemic indicate that redshirting has caused steep enrollment losses—as high
as half of preschoolers, for example (Barnett, Jung,
and Nores, 2020). Unlike other reasons for enrollment
loss, such as more families moving out of the district
than moving in, redshirting could be a short-term
loss; districts might have the opposite problem in the
form of larger-than-normal preschool and/or kindergarten cohorts once parents enroll their children. It
remains to be seen if there will be long-term growth
in home schooling, private school enrollment, and
charter schools as a result of the pandemic.
Two-thirds of district leaders have not experienced a significant teaching shortage this year, but a
majority have great concern about shortages of some
types of staff in 2021–2022. Almost three-quarters of
district leaders have great concern about a shortage of
substitute teachers, and about half or more have great
concern about shortages of math, special education,
and science teachers and bus drivers. These concerns
are all the more important as schools need heightened staffing to accelerate learning and to accommodate multiple modes of instruction.

Recommendations
1. In the next several years, districts—
especially those that have cut school time
while offering remote instruction—should
focus on extending instructional time to
make up for reduced school time in 2020–
2021. This increased time will, of course,
require sufficient budget and staff, which
the federal stimulus funds could help cover.
Districts are already moving in this direction.
Out-of-school-time partners, remunerated

Our district worries that
we will have a hard time
finding [. . .]teachers.
Replacing retiring teachers
in a rural area will be even
more challenging than it
already has been.
—Rural district leader
teachers, and quality programming are going
to be key for making extra time reap benefits
for students. Urban districts—which have
entered into more partnerships in 2020–2021
than their rural counterparts—are potential
resources for guidance, resources, and lessons
learned from partnering during the pandemic.
2. Districts should learn from peer districts
that have already been enacting some of the
most commonly discussed learning recovery
strategies. Newly created mechanisms, such
as the collaboration between the National
Governors Association and the Council of
Chief State School Officers, could involve a
wide variety of districts that have taken different and innovative approaches to tutoring,
increased SEL time, and summer programming. The ASDP itself will provide qualitative
studies and profiles of districts’ innovative
work. Superintendents look to their peers for
lessons, and district leaders will continue to
be excellent sources to share what has and
has not worked in addressing the challenges
presented by COVID-19.
3. Districts should begin working now to
recruit additional staff for 2021–2022. The
combination of federal stimulus funds to
address learning loss, a potential influx of
preschoolers and kindergartners, and several
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possible scenarios regarding instructional
modes foretells the need for additional staff.
These needs—combined with leaders’ projections of staff shortages—heighten the urgency
for district leaders to work with partner organizations that certify teachers and possibly
enter new partnerships to secure additional
staff and programming. The need to obligate
and expend ARP stimulus funds by 2024 provides a multiyear window to hire, train, and
employ additional staff.
4. The federal department of education
should invest in improving the quality of
online curriculum and offerings. In the
first ASDP survey, we learned that two in ten
districts had already decided to keep or were
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considering keeping a virtual option after the
pandemic ends (Schwartz et al., 2020). (In the
next ASDP survey, we will again ask district
leaders about their planned online learning
offerings in fall 2021.) Even if they do not host
virtual schools, districts will likely continue
to offer hybrid and remote schooling options,
and many will likely permanently adopt
online learning materials, online courses, and
blended learning classes. The development of
open-source online curricula and a clearinghouse of independent reviews of the quality of
such online curricula (EdReports is an example of an independent organization that could
perform such reviews) could boost the quality
of online instruction.

Appendix A. Methods
About the American Educator Panels
The American Educator Panels (AEP) consists of
three standing panels of educators: the American
Teacher Panel, the American School Leader Panel,
and the ASDP. A survey panel consists of individuals who agree to take a series of surveys over time.
The AEP began in 2014 and expanded significantly
during the 2016–2017 and 2017–2018 school years
(Robbins and Grant, 2020). The ASDP is the newest
panel in the AEP; as of February 2021, it includes
more than 700 districts. The American Teacher
Panel, meanwhile, includes more than 25,000 teachers, and the American School Leader Panel includes
more than 5,000 school principals.
We recruit AEP members using probabilistic
sampling methods from the most-comprehensive lists
of teachers, principals, and school districts available.
Information about how we recruited ASDP panel
members is available on the ASDP website (RAND
Corporation, undated). The panels are designed
to generate samples of sufficient size to facilitate
national analyses and analyses of prevalent subgroups at the national level.

The ASDP Survey Sample and
Administration
The ASDP sample consists of traditional K–12 public
school districts and CMOs in the United States.
Survey eligibility was limited to district superintendents, CMO leaders, or their designees.
We developed this survey in consultation with
our sponsor, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
and our four project partners: the Center on
Reinventing Public Education, Chiefs for Change,
the Council of the Great City Schools, and Kitamba.
The funder provided feedback on the survey research
design; however, we maintained final editorial control
on the survey items. The survey had an approximate
administration time of seven minutes; we fielded it
from January 21, 2021 through March 5, 2021.
For this survey, we invited districts that had
joined ASDP in fall 2020, and we also recruited
additional districts and CMOs to enroll in the ASDP.

After a district superintendent or their designee
consented and completed the ASDP enrollment
process, we immediately requested that they complete this COVID-19 survey as a next step. (Further
details about the creation of the ASDP are available at
RAND Corporation, undated).
Of the 3,865 districts or CMOs that we invited
to join the ASDP panel in either fall 2020 or winter 2021, 730 agreed to become members, which is
a recruitment rate of 19 percent. The 730 panelists
consist of 643 traditional public school districts and
87 CMOs, which are located across the 50 states and
the District of Columbia. Of the 730 districts and
CMOs that agreed to be in the panel, 434 participated
in this survey, for a survey completion rate of 59 percent.C Table A.1 provides weighted descriptive statistics for survey respondents. The weights, which are
described in the next section, are intended to ensure
that the sample reflects the national population of
school districts.

Method for Creating Sample and
Survey Weights
We created weights to produce estimates that reflect
the national population of public school districts in
the United States. The weighting process accounts for
the probability of selection of districts sampled for
the survey, and for the probability that a traditional
public school district or CMO responded to the survey after receiving the invitation.
To create the weights, we multiplied the selection
and participation probabilities and calibrated them to
reproduce the population distribution of traditional
public school districts and CMOs in the United
States. The nonresponse adjustment is important to
eliminate known sources of bias and ensure that the
weighted sample matches the national characteristics of districts and CMOs nationally. This weighting approach is widely used for probability sample
surveys (Deville and Särndal, 1992) and to adjust for
nonresponse (Kott, 2006), including for such U.S.
Department of Education surveys as the Teacher
Follow-Up Survey (Goldring, Taie, and Riddles,
2014). The main analysis weights are the product of
the following two interim weights:
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TABLE A.1.

Weighted Descriptive Statistics for Survey Respondents
Percentage
Sample,
Unweighted

Sample,
Weighted

Population

Small (fewer than 3,000 students)

47

56

73

Medium (3,000 to 9,999 students)

32

28

19

Large (10,000 or more students)

22

16

7

Urban

21

11

9

Suburban

35

30

25

Town

16

25

20

Rural

28

33

46

Northeast

14

25

21

Midwest

34

19

36

South

22

33

25

West

30

24

18

0–24 percent

16

4

25

25–49 percent

34

42

36

50–74 percent

31

39

28

75–100 percent

19

15

11

Survey Respondents
District enrollment size

Urbanicity

Region

Students eligible for free or reduced-price meals

NOTE: This survey sample consists of 434 survey respondents while the population sample consists of U.S. public school districts (approximately 13,000
districts) in the original sampling frame for ASDP recruitment. We obtained district and CMO characteristics from the Common Core of Data files; these
data are from the 2019–2020 school year (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). Weighted proportions were calculated using survey weights,
which are calibrated to match national averages.

1. The sample selection weight: This is the
inverse probability of selection into the
COVID-19 survey sample using a comprehensive list of K–12 public school districts. Large
urban districts were oversampled because we
included member districts of the Council of
the Great City Schools and CMOs, which tend
to be located in urban areas.
2. The survey response weight: This is the
inverse of the modeled probability of a district
or CMO completing the COVID-19 survey.
We subsequently recalibrated the products of
these weights as necessary. Recalibration ensures that
the weights recover the population estimates after
selection and nonresponse adjustments are applied.

The sampling and weighting approach was designed
to ensure a representative sample. We used the
inverse of the selection probabilities (psi) as the sample selection weight; the selection probability of the
districts was set to be proportional to the square root
of the enrollment size of the district. We estimated
the response weights by modeling the likelihood
(pri) that a selected district or CMO would respond
to the survey, conditional on district- or CMO-level
characteristics (including enrollment size, geographic region, urbanicity, agency type, and free and
reduced-price meal eligibility). For parsimony, we
used a variable-selection method to choose the model
that best fits the data. We estimated the main weight

as the product of the sampling selection frame weight
(1/psi) and the response weight (1/pri), as follows:
main weight =

1
1
*
psi pri

(Eq. 1)

Because there is no guarantee that this main
weight will sum to the total of the population
characteristics, the weight was calibrated again
based on district- or CMO-level characteristics to
obtain the final weight. If some of these final weights
were extreme, we used a trimming process (at the
95th percentile) to reduce the outliers, and the
trimmed weights were reallocated for the population
totals to remain the same after trimming.

How We Conducted the Analyses in
This Report
In this report, we consider differences in district
leaders’ responses by four categories that yield nine
subgroups: district type (traditional public school
district versus CMO), locale (urban, suburban, and
rural), student racial and ethnic composition (majority White versus majority students of color), and
district poverty level (low versus high).
Throughout this report, we conducted pairwise
tests to assess whether weighted differences between
categories were statistically significant at the p <
0.05 level, comparing two categories at a time (e.g.,
urban with suburban districts, suburban with rural
districts, urban with rural districts). Because of the
exploratory nature of this study, we did not apply
multiple hypothesis test corrections.
Data on district demographics were obtained by
linking survey data files to the 2019–2020 Common
Core of Data issued by the National Center for
Education Statistics. Our locale definition aligns
with the four-category locale definition used by the
National Center for Education Statistics, with the
exception that we collapsed the districts located in
towns into the rural category for sample size reasons.
We classified districts as majority White if they had
a student enrollment that was 50 percent or more
White. All other districts were classified as majority

students of color. Similarly, we classified districts as
high poverty if 50 percent or more of their student
population was eligible for free or reduced-price
meals as part of the National School Lunch Program.
All other districts were classified as low poverty.
The National Center for Education Statistics does
not collect data specifically for CMOs. Therefore, to
obtain demographic information on this group, we
first identified a list of schools affiliated with each
CMO in our sample. We then linked in demographic
information from the Common Core of Data at
the school level and aggregated up to obtain demographic information at the CMO level.

Methods for Coding Open-Ended
Responses
At the end of the survey, we posed a single openended question: “Once it is safe to do so, what are
your greatest concerns about returning to operating
schools in-person at full capacity in the 2021–2022
school year?” To analyze district leaders’ responses,
we uploaded the responses for this item into
Dedoose, a qualitative analysis software.
One analyst performed open coding of emergent
themes and clustered them into a coding scheme. To
analyze each theme, the analyst developed subthemes
to capture more-nuanced information. For example,
one theme the analyst noted was that some respondents were concerned with staffing for next school
year. Subthemes associated with this theme included
recruiting and retaining teachers and recruiting and
retaining substitutes.
If a response was tagged with a subtheme,
the parent theme automatically applied. A single
response could also be tagged with multiple subthemes under the same dominant parent theme. The
analyst worked with a second researcher to refine the
coding scheme and to ensure that the themes and
subthemes appropriately represented the sentiments
that district leaders expressed.
Once the analyst had coded all responses, we
applied survey weights to present the prominence
of each emergent theme. Weighted percentages are
reported in Appendix B. However, these estimates
should be interpreted with some caution. Although
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our analysis captures repeated themes in respondents’ answers, we do not know the prevalence of
these themes among respondents who did not provide an answer to the open-ended survey question or
who provided an incomplete answer. For example, a
district leader might have mentioned that they were
concerned with staffing, but this does not necessarily mean that the same district leader was not also
concerned with the social and emotional well-being
of their students (just that they did not write it in).
Therefore, these estimates likely underestimate the
prevalence of some themes.
Out of the 434 district leaders who took our
survey, 413 (95 percent) provided an open-ended
response. Of these, 46 respondents wrote that they
had no concerns about returning to operating schools
in-person at full capacity next year, while 367 elaborated on at least one concern related to returning
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for in-person learning. We were able to classify each
response with at least one theme and up to 11 themes.
The enumerated concerns mentioned in the
district leaders’ responses fell into the following
11 themes:
1. academic and instruction
2. instructional delivery
3. school culture and climate
4. future disruptions
5. physical health and safety
6. funding
7. enrollment
8. social, emotional, and mental health
9. buy-in from the community
10. staffing
11. federal and state policy.

Appendix B. Survey Questions and Responses
Mode of Schooling, Student Attendance, and Student Performance During the
2020–2021 School Year
TABLE B.1
Which of the following most closely reflects how instruction is offered to the majority of your elementary school-age students as of
the date you are taking this survey? (n = 434)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and Traditional Public
CMOs
School Districts

Instruction Offerings

CMOs

Fully remote instruction, where a large majority or all students are offered
at least one synchronous class four to five days per week

14

14

18

Fully remote instruction, where a large majority or all students are offered
less than one synchronous class each school day (i.e., instruction might
be distributed via paper workbooks or asynchronous videos)

0

0

1

Hybrid model where students are offered some in-person instruction and
some remote instruction

43

42

68

Fully in-person instruction offered each school day for the majority, if not
all, students

40

42

4

2

2

8

N/A—My district does not serve elementary school-age students
NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.2
Which of the following most closely reflects how instruction is offered to the majority of your secondary school-age students as of
the date you are taking this survey? (n = 434)
Weighted Percentage
Instruction Offerings
Fully remote instruction, where a large majority or all students are
offered at least one synchronous class four to five days per week

All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional Public
School Districts

CMOs

14

13

20

1

1

0

Hybrid model where students are offered some in-person instruction
and some remote instruction

44

44

51

Fully in-person instruction offered each school day for the majority, if
not all, students

32

34

1

8

7

29

Fully remote instruction, where a large majority or all students are
offered less than one synchronous class each school day (i.e.,
instruction might be distributed via paper workbooks or asynchronous
videos)

N/A—My district does not serve secondary school-age students
NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.3
Approximately what percentage of your teachers do you estimate are willing to teach fully in-person (with available measures in
place such as masks, cohorting of students to the degree possible, improvements to air filters, and school cleaning procedures),
as of the date you are taking this survey? (n = 432)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs
Percentage of teachers

86

Traditional Public
School Districts
86

CMOs
82

NOTE: Respondents were instructed to enter a percentage between 0 and 100.
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TABLE B.4
Approximately what percentage of your students’ families are willing to send their students to fully in-person school (with available
measures in place such as masks, cohorting of students to the degree possible, improvements to air filters, and school cleaning
procedures), as of the date you are taking this survey? (n = 433)
Weighted Percentage

Percentage of students’ families

All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

74

74

58

NOTE: Respondents were instructed to enter a percentage between 0 and 100.

TABLE B.5
To what extent are the following barriers to offering in-person instruction this school year? (n = 432)
Weighted Percentage
Barriers

Not a Barrier

A Minor Barrier A Major Barrier

Teacher or union safety concerns
All districts and CMOs

32

37

30

Traditional public school districts

32

38

30

CMOs

41

16

43

19

64

18

19

64

16

4

53

43

35

44

21

Traditional public school districts

35

44

21

CMOs

26

53

21

24

37

39

Traditional public school districts

24

36

40

CMOs

22

44

34

16

29

55

17

29

54

0

30

70

Parent safety concerns
All districts and CMOs
Traditional public school districts
CMOs
Cost of meeting health and safety requirements
All districts and CMOs

Inconsistent or unclear guidance about school operations from state and/or federal agencies
All districts and CMOs

Other
All districts and CMOs
Traditional public school districts
CMOs
NOTE: Because of rounding, rows do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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TABLE B.6
How do most schools in your district/CMO define attendance for elementary school-age students in 2020–2021? (n = 237)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

32

33

20

At least once per day sign-in on a form by students or guardian

7

7

9

Submission of a daily assignment

6

6

9

Submission of a set number of assignments each week

3

4

0

18

19

8

Evidence the student has logged in at least once per week

0

0

0

Evidence the student has logged in at least 3-4 days per week

2

1

4

At least once per day participation in a synchronous class

11

10

20

Participation in all assigned, synchronous classes for that day

13

13

14

8

7

17

Definition of Attendance
At least one interaction between a teacher and a student or guardian per day

Evidence the student has logged onto school site or learning management
system at least once each day

Other

NOTE: Respondents who indicated that the majority of their elementary school-age students were engaged in fully in-person instruction or who do not
serve elementary school-age students did not see this question. Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.7
How do most schools in your district/CMO define attendance for secondary school-age students in 2020–2021? (n = 257)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

30

30

23

At least once per day sign-in on a form by students or guardian

7

6

7

Submission of a daily assignment

7

7

12

Submission of a set number of assignments each week

5

5

0

17

17

10

Evidence the student has logged in at least once per week

1

1

0

Evidence the student has logged in at least 3-4 days per week

3

3

4

At least once per day participation in a synchronous class

3

3

16

19

19

20

9

9

9

Definition of Attendance
At least one interaction between a teacher and a student or guardian per day

Evidence the student has logged onto school site or learning management
system at least once each day

Participation in all assigned, synchronous classes for that day
Other

NOTE: Respondents who indicated that the majority of their secondary school-age students were engaged in fully in-person instruction or who do not
serve secondary school-age students did not see this question. Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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TABLE B.8
When your students started school in fall 2020, how far behind were students in reading compared to where they were at the start
of fall 2019? (n = 428)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

Much farther behind than in fall 2019

11

10

33

Somewhat farther behind than in fall 2019

66

66

63

About the same as in fall 2019

21

22

1

Somewhat farther ahead than in fall 2019

2

2

3

Much farther ahead than in fall 2019

0

0

0

NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.9
When your students started school in fall 2020, how far behind were students in math compared to where they were at the start of
fall 2019? (n = 428)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

Much farther behind than in fall 2019

20

19

43

Somewhat farther behind than in fall 2019

60

61

47

About the same as in fall 2019

17

18

6

Somewhat farther ahead than in fall 2019

2

2

3

Much farther ahead than in fall 2019

0

0

0

NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.10
When your students started school in fall 2020, how far behind socially and emotionally were students compared to where they
were at the start of fall 2019? (n = 425)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

Much farther behind than in fall 2019

20

20

20

Somewhat farther behind than in fall 2019

57

57

66

About the same as in fall 2019

21

22

12

Somewhat farther ahead than in fall 2019

1

1

3

Much farther ahead than in fall 2019

1

1

0

NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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TABLE B.11
In which of the following grade bands have students taken a standardized assessment (e.g., the MAP, i-Ready) district-wide in
2020–2021 to measure their performance in either math or reading or both? (n = 428)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

N/A—No grade level of students district-wide have taken a standardized
math or reading assessment thus far in 2020-2021

18

19

8

One or more grade levels in grades K-5

80

80

86

One or more grade levels in grades 6-8

70

70

58

One or more grade levels in grades 9-12

40

40

28

Grade Band

CMOs

NOTE: Respondents were asked to select all that apply. Columns will not sum to 100 percent.

Changes to Scheduling, Instruction, Partnerships, and Staff During the 2020–2021
School Year
TABLE B.12
Which of the following changes to the school schedule or calendar have any one or more of your schools adopted for this school
year (2020-2021)? (n = 425)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

N/A—We haven’t enacted any substantive change to our school schedule or
calendar

31

32

16

Adopted block scheduling

13

13

14

Adopted year-round calendar

0

0

0

Added Saturday school

4

3

9

Increased the number of days of school in the year

6

6

2

Increased instructional minutes for at least some courses

9

8

15

Lengthened the school day

6

6

8

Shortened the school day

29

28

53

Decreased instructional minutes for at least some courses

17

16

43

Decreased the number of days of school in the year

18

18

14

Cut some non-core courses to focus on core academic courses (i.e., math,
ELA, science, social studies)

14

13

43

Other

12

13

9

Change to Schedules or Calendars

NOTES: Respondents were asked to select all that apply. Columns will not sum to 100 percent. ELA = English language arts.
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TABLE B.13
Which of the following changes to instructional programming have any one or more of your schools adopted for this school year
(2020–2021)? (n = 424)
Weighted Percentage
Change to Instructional Programming

All Districts
and CMOs

N/A—We haven’t enacted any substantive change to the content of our schools’
instructional programming

Traditional Public
School Districts

CMOs

4

5

0

Adopted new online-accessible curriculum or instructional materials

71

71

68

Delayed the use of planned new curriculum or instructional materials

20

20

2

Adopted a new learning management system

27

27

35

Added software, courses, or coursework (whether online or in-person) to review
previously taught content or catch students up to grade level

60

61

42

Added or increased social and emotional learning programming or minutes

56

55

67

Decreased class sizes

37

37

39

Increased class sizes

1

1

0

Grouped students by ability level

3

3

11

Offered online course credit recovery

36

37

10

Offered one-on-one or small group tutoring (whether virtual or in-person)

57

56

75

Provided professional development to teachers about how to remediate learning
required for students to perform grade-level work

47

47

54

Reduced number of elective courses to increase staff or resources for core
academic courses

14

13

32

Changed grading policy to assign students incompletes rather than failing
grades to avoid students having to retake the entire course

27

27

36

6

6

2

Other
NOTE: Respondents were asked to select all that apply. Columns will not sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.14
Which of the following changes to partnerships and services have any one or more of your schools adopted for 2020–2021?
(n = 424)
Weighted Percentage

Change to Partnerships and Services

All Districts
and CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

N/A—We haven’t enacted any substantive change to the partnerships our schools have

39

39

31

Partnered with an outside organization to provide childcare for families (whether
teachers or others) during work hours

16

15

21

Partnered with an outside organization to provide in-person supervision of students who
join online courses during the day

10

10

13

Partnered with one or more online providers to provide virtual instruction (e.g., tutoring or
leading full-size classrooms)

26

27

13

Partnered with before- or after-school providers to provide in-person homework or other
academic support

12

11

22

Partnered with social service agencies or contractors to provide additional services like
mental health or medical services or COVID-19 testing

39

38

55

5

5

0

Other
NOTE: Respondents were asked to select all that apply. Columns will not sum to 100 percent.

32

TABLE B.15
Which of the following changes to school staffing have any one or more of your schools adopted for 2020–2021? (n = 424)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

35

35

42

Furloughed or laid off teachers

1

1

0

Furloughed or laid off paraprofessionals

8

8

0

Furloughed or laid off specialists who offer push-in or pull-out instruction

2

2

0

Furloughed or laid off service workers (e.g., janitors, bus drivers, cafeteria
workers, security staff)

4

4

0

Furloughed or laid off school administrators (e.g., assistant principals,
deans, secretaries)

3

3

1

Furloughed or laid off staff who address students’ physical health and safety
(e.g., nurses, physical education teachers)

0

0

0

Furloughed or laid off staff who address students’ mental health (e.g., social
workers, school psychologists, guidance counselors)

0

0

0

Hired additional teachers

27

27

23

Hired additional paraprofessionals

28

28

30

8

7

21

24

23

28

1

1

2

Hired additional staff who address students’ physical health and safety (e.g.,
nurses, physical education teachers)

20

20

24

Hired additional staff who address students’ mental health (e.g., social
workers, school psychologists, guidance counselors)

21

21

22

8

8

9

Change to Staffing
N/A—We haven’t enacted any substantive change to our school staffing
levels

Hired additional specialists to offer push-in or pull-out instruction
Hired additional service workers (e.g., janitors, bus drivers, cafeteria
workers, security staff)
Hired additional school administrators (e.g., assistant principals, deans,
secretaries)

Other
NOTE: Respondents were asked to select all that apply. Columns will not sum to 100 percent.
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COVID-19 Testing and Vaccines
TABLE B.16
Do one or more of your schools directly administer COVID-19 tests (not just symptom screener questions) to at least some
students or staff? (n = 424)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

No

69

70

42

Yes, to staff only

14

14

8

0

0

0

17

16

50

COVID-19 Testing

Yes, to students only
Yes, to staff and students
NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.17
What percentage of your teachers do you estimate are willing to get the COVID-19 vaccine? (n = 418)
Weighted Percentage

Teacher Willingness to be Vaccinated
Percentage of teachers

All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

72

72

76

TABLE B.18
What percentage of your students’ families do you estimate would support their children being vaccinated for COVID-19 once a
vaccine for children is available? (n = 415)
Weighted Percentage

Family Willingness to be Vaccinated
Percentage of students' families

All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

62

62

60

Staffing Shortages During This School Year (2020–2021) and the Next (2021–2022)
TABLE B.19
To what extent does your district/CMO have a shortage of qualified teachers for 2020–2021? (n = 422)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

No shortage

35

35

41

Slight shortage

41

41

29

Moderate shortage

16

16

20

8

8

10

Qualified Teacher Shortage

Considerable shortage
NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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TABLE B.20
To what extent does your district/CMO have a shortage of qualified substitute teachers for 2020–2021? (n = 422)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

6

6

24

Slight shortage

17

16

29

Moderate shortage

26

27

6

Considerable shortage

51

51

41

Qualified Substitute Teacher Shortage
No shortage

NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.21
To what extent does your district/CMO have a shortage of central office staff for 2020–2021? (n = 421)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

No shortage

76

76

75

Slight shortage

18

18

23

Moderate shortage

3

3

2

Considerable shortage

3

3

0

Central Office Staff Shortage

NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.22
Has your district/CMO reassigned central office staff to classrooms to cover teacher shortages in 2020–2021? (n = 423)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

No

72

72

54

Yes

17

16

40

Other

11

12

6

Reassignment of Central Office Staff

NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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TABLE B.23
Looking ahead to 2021–2022, about which staff categories, if any, do you have great concern about shortages? (n = 423)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

5

5

12

Certified math teachers

59

59

50

Certified English language arts teachers

27

26

53

Certified science teachers

49

49

40

Certified social studies teachers

11

10

19

Certified teachers of self-contained classrooms

26

26

32

Certified special education teachers

58

57

62

Substitute teachers

73

74

44

8

8

11

Cafeteria workers

17

17

5

Bus drivers

55

57

4

Building maintenance staff

12

12

2

Janitorial staff

28

29

0

Student support staff (social workers, psychologists, guidance counselors)

26

26

33

Central district office administrators

5

5

0

Other

9

9

7

Staff Categories
N/A—I do not have great concern about staff shortages in any of these
categories

School administrators

NOTE: Respondents were asked to select all that apply. Columns will not sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.24
Looking ahead to 2021–2022, how likely do you think it is that your district/CMO will need to furlough or layoff teachers? (n = 422)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

Highly unlikely

59

59

63

Somewhat unlikely

17

17

13

Somewhat likely

8

8

4

Highly likely

8

7

12

Unsure; don’t know

9

9

7

Likelihood of Furloughs or Layoffs

NOTE: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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Student Enrollment for this School Year (2020–2021)
TABLE B.25
Comparing your district’s enrollments in October 2020 to those in October 2019, how has your overall enrollment changed?
(n = 417)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

Declined by more than 5 percent

26

27

6

Declined between 1 percent and 5 percent

37

38

12

About the same (including declined or increased by less than 1 percent)

13

13

11

Increased between 1 percent and 5 percent

13

13

5

Increased by more than 5 percent

11

9

66

Overall Enrollment Changes

CMOs

NOTES: Respondents were asked to indicate the change in total number of enrolled students. This table presents the percentage change from enrollment levels in 2019–2020.
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TABLE B.26
To what extent are the following reasons for the decline in enrollment? (n = 274)
Weighted Percentage

Reasons for Decline in Enrollment

Not a Reason
for Enrollment
Decline

A Minor Reason A Major Reason
for Enrollment for Enrollment
Decline
Decline

Families opting out of public schools into private schools
All districts and CMOs

40

48

12

Traditional public school districts

40

48

12

CMOs

49

31

20

Families holding their child back from starting public preschool or kindergarten (i.e., redshirting)
All districts and CMOs
Traditional public school districts
CMOs

33

37

30

33

37

29

0

22

78

60

31

9

0

80

20

Families opting out of traditional public schools into charter schools
Traditional public school districts
Families opting out of charter schools into traditional public schools
CMOs

Families opting out of public schools into home schools (e.g., learning pods; individual home schooling)
All districts and CMOs

16

63

21

16

63

21

0

80

20

51

28

22

Traditional public school districts

51

28

22

CMOs

41

22

37

64

26

10

Traditional public school districts

63

26

10

CMOs

78

22

0

38

37

25

Traditional public school districts

37

38

25

CMOs

67

0

33

Traditional public school districts
CMOs

Families moving out of your district at a greater rate than families are moving in
All districts and CMOs

Demographic changes such that households with children are aging out of preschool/K–12
All districts and CMOs

Other
All districts and CMOs

NOTE: Because of rounding, rows do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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District Expenditures This School Year (2020–2021) and Next (2021–2022)
TABLE B.27
How has your district/CMO’s expenditures changed from last school year (2019–2020) to this school year (2020–2021)? (n = 416)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

Shrank by more than 20 percent

0

0

0

Shrank by 16–20 percent

2

2

0

Shrank by 11–15 percent

4

4

5

Shrank by 5–10 percent

13

12

24

Stayed about the same (including shrank or grew by less than 5 percent)

31

32

17

Grew by 5–10 percent

22

23

3

Grew by 11–15 percent

17

17

17

Grew by 16–20 percent

7

7

14

Grew by more than 20 percent

4

3

19

Expenditure Changes

CMOs

NOTES: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.

TABLE B.28
Looking ahead, how do you expect your district/CMO’s expenditures to change from this school year (2020–2021) to next school
year (2021–2022)? (n = 415)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

Shrink by more than 20 percent

1

0

3

Shrink by 16–20 percent

1

1

0

Shrink by 11–15 percent

4

3

9

Shrink by 5–10 percent

7

7

3

Stay about the same (including shrink or grow by less than 5 percent)

33

34

19

Grow by 5–10 percent

33

33

24

Grow by 11–15 percent

14

14

8

Grow by 16–20 percent

7

6

15

Grow by more than 20 percent

1

0

19

Expected Expenditure Changes

CMOs

NOTES: Because of rounding, columns do not necessarily sum to 100 percent.
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TABLE B.29
What categories of expenditures have your district/CMO reduced, if any, in 2020–2021 to cover COVID-19–related costs? COVIDrelated costs include costs for adjustments to the physical school buildings (e.g., [Heating, ventilation, and air conditioning]
upgrades), additional [information technology] costs, signage and communications, data collection and reporting, and personal
protective equipment (PPE). (n = 420)
Weighted Percentage
All Districts and
CMOs

Traditional
Public School
Districts

CMOs

43

43

41

Salaries and/or benefits for school-based staff

8

8

20

Salaries and/or benefits for central district office administrators

5

5

12

Number of school teachers

9

9

0

15

14

31

Number of school administrators

3

3

7

Number of central district office administrators

7

7

8

Building operations and maintenance (utilities, cleaning and janitorial
services, roads and grounds)

22

23

16

Capital outlay (equipment replacement, facilities acquisition and
construction)

20

21

0

Books and supplies (curricula materials, classroom materials)

18

18

10

Student assessments

3

3

1

Student transportation

19

19

18

Student support services (social work, speech pathology, psychological
services)

7

7

3

Food services

9

9

9

11

11

12

Instructional technology

7

7

5

Other

7

7

0

Reduced Expenditures
N/A—We’ve not cut any category of costs to accommodate COVID-19–
related costs

Number of school classified staff (aides, athletic staff, instructional
assistants, noncertified supervisors and administrators)

Instructional staff training

NOTE: Respondents were asked to select all that apply. Columns will not sum to 100 percent.
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Greatest Concerns About In-Person School Operations Next Year (2021–2022)
TABLE B.30
Once it is safe to do so, what are your greatest concerns about returning to operating schools in-person at full capacity in the
2021–2022 school year? (n = 413)
Weighted Percentage
Greatest Concerns
Academic and instructional concerns

All Districts Traditional Public
and CMOs School Districts

CMOs

31

30

47

4

4

0

24

23

47

3

3

0

9

10

0

Need to continue hybrid learning options

4

4

0

Need to continue (or contract) a fully virtual program

5

6

0

School culture and climate concerns (e.g., rebuilding behaviors, classroom culture,
re-engaging students and families)

9

9

9

Concerns about future disruptions if community/school-based spread necessitates
quarantines

7

8

1

Physical health and safety concerns

29

28

34

Vaccine availability for students

2

2

5

Ensuring the health and safety of staff and students

8

8

14

Compliance with health and safety protocols (behaviors and processes)

8

9

4

Getting people vaccinated, including addressing vaccine hesitance

6

5

14

Facilities and capacity concerns for health and safety protocols (e.g., building/
classroom space, ventilation, and transportation)

9

9

7

Fear of returning to the pre–COVID-19 status quo
Student learning loss
(Re)implementing programs and initiatives
Instructional delivery concerns

Funding concerns

11

11

0

Insufficient funding for health and safety compliance

4

4

0

Insufficient (or loss of) funding for staffing, instructional models, technology, etc.

7

8

0

Enrollment concerns

6

5

9

Social emotional and mental health concerns

19

19

23

Social emotional needs of students

19

19

23

Mental health needs for staff

9

9

10

10

10

15

Parent resistance to reopening

6

6

12

Dealing with distrust and misinformation in the community

0

0

0

Teacher or staff resistance to reopening

8

7

13

12

12

22

Recruiting and/or retaining teachers, including concerns about teacher
shortages and teachers taking leaves of absences

6

6

6

Recruiting and/or retaining school staff other than teachers

4

4

6

Recruiting and retaining substitutes

2

2

0

Aligning staffing with funding, and instructional needs (e.g., socially distanced
classroom, virtual options, staff reductions)

4

4

5

4

4

11

12

12

3

Pushback and buy-in concerns

Staffing concerns

Federal and state policy concerns (e.g., uncertainty about health and safety
guidelines, funding formulas, accountability)
No concerns

NOTE: Respondents’ answers to this open-ended question could have been matched to multiple themes. Columns will not sum to 100 percent.
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Endnotes
The rural districts in our sample had a student population that
is 67 percent White on average. In contrast, the urban districts in
our sample had a student population that is 23 percent White on
average.

A

We deem a change in expenditures of 5 percent or less as modest and a change in expenditures of more than 5 percent as large.
We made this determination after examining national public
school expenditure statistics from 1970 to 2017. Across this
period, expenditures grew by a maximum of 6.6 percent from
one year to the next (National Center for Education Statistics,
undated-d). We would expect national changes to be smaller and
more stable than changes among the individual school districts
in our sample. However, absent a published metric, we opted for
a simple categorization of modest versus large for simplicity and
because our survey question did not capture precise measurements of districts’ expenditures over time.

B

The completion rate is calculated by dividing the number of
completed surveys by the number of panelists invited to complete
this survey; the denominator does not include screened-out
panelists who were deemed ineligible to participate. Completion
rates do not include the recruitment rate when panelists were
invited to join the ASDP.

C
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