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• Purpose: AIR surveyed a large, nationally representative sample of districts and charter 
management organizations (CMOs) to understand how they have adapted to the 
challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

About the National Survey of Public Education’s Response to 
COVID-19
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Follow the conversation on Twitter using #AIRCOVIDSurvey.
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• Administration: The survey was administered by our partner, NORC at the University of 
Chicago.

• Sample: We surveyed superintendents in a nationally representative sample of 2,536 
districts and 260 CMOs.

• Timeline: The survey was launched on May 20 and closed on 
September 2, 2020.

• Response: The final response rate was about 30% (753 districts and 91 CMOs).

About the National Survey of Public Education’s Response to 
COVID-19
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The survey covered the following topics:

• Timing of school closures due to COVID-19;

• Distance learning approaches and challenges;

• Support for students with disabilities and English learners;

• District policies and requirements, such as grading and graduation;

• Staffing and human resources; and

• Health, well-being, and safety.

Topics covered
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• We are focusing not just on averages, but on the variation in responses across districts.

• We hope to provide information that states and districts can use in planning.

• We are seeking examples of innovative approaches that can be shared with other 
districts.

• In the long term, we plan to link survey results to student outcome data to examine 
associations between practices during the pandemic and subsequent trajectories.

What are we learning?
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Expectations for the time that students should spend on 
instructional activities differed across districts.
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The approach to remote instruction differed by district 
poverty.
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The approach to remote instruction differed by whether districts 
used a learning management system (LMS) prior to the pandemic.
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Findings:
Students With Disabilities
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How did districts serve students with disabilities during the 
pandemic?
1. Most districts had difficulty providing services to 

students with disabilities and complying with 
federal IDEA requirements.

2. Some variation was found between high- and low-
poverty areas and for districts in rural and urban 
locations.
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Students with disabilities are entitled to a free appropriate 
public education.
• Comply with IDEA 2004.

– Free appropriate public education

– Least restrictive environment

– Identify and evaluate

– Develop and conduct annual individualized 
education program (IEP) meetings

• Comply with Section 504 requirements.

• Use evidence-based practices.

13
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Complying with IDEA was difficult for all districts.
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Percentage of districts that reported that complying with key IDEA requirements was more or substantially more difficult during than before the pandemic

29%

42%

51%

52%

55%

58%

Percentage of districts that reported complying was 
more or substantially more difficult
Comply with accommodations and specially designed instruction

n = 744

Comply with provision of related services

Comply with providing least restrictive environment

Comply with referral and evaluation procedures and timelines

Comply with IEP development and renewal meetings

Comply with due process complaint resolution
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Challenges to compliance were similar across contexts.
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27%

32%

52%

54%

44%

52%

29%

45%

47%

48%

50%

53%

Percentage of districts that reported complying 
was more or substantially more difficult

High Poverty Low Poverty

Comply with provision of related services

Comply with providing least restrictive environment

Comply with accommodations and specially designed instruction

Comply with referral and evaluation procedures and timelines 

Comply with IEP development and renewal meetings

n = 450 (268 high-poverty districts and 182 low-poverty districts)

Comply with due process complaint resolution

30%

41%

53%

55%

59%

62%

28%

43%

49%

50%

51%

55%

Percentage of districts that reported complying 
was more or substantially more difficult

Rural Urban

Comply with provision of related services

Comply with providing least restrictive environment

Comply with accommodations and specially designed instruction

Comply with referral and evaluation procedures and timelines 

Comply with IEP development and renewal meetings

n = 744 (499 urban districts and 245 rural districts)

Comply with due process complaint resolution
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“This was the hardest part of remote instruction.”
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55%

57%

61%

73%

82%

Percentage of districts that reported providing 
supports was more or substantially more difficult
Provide hands-on accommodations and services

Provide appropriate instructional accommodations

Provide speech therapy

Engage families for help with IEP requirements

Collaborate with social service or other agency partners

n = 744
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Communicating with 
families was critical.

“Weekly contact with parents to review 
IEP goals and one-on-one instruction [was 
done] through Google Meets.”
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55%

56%

60%

73%

82%

54%

58%

63%

73%

83%

Percentage of districts that reported providing 
supports was more or substantially more 
difficult

Rural Urban

Collaborate with social service or other agency 

Provide speech therapy

Provide hands-on accommodations and services

Provide appropriate instructional accommodations 

Engage families for help with IEP requirements

n = 744 (499 urban districts and 245 rural districts)
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Promising practices
• Providing specially designed instruction 

through new mechanisms

• Implementing teletherapy or using 
asynchronous therapy

• Going above and beyond to support 
students with disabilities

“[S]ome direct instruction was done with staff visiting 
homes and doing porch teaching.”

“Physical therapists, OTs [occupational therapists], and 
some speech therapists made videos for therapy 
showing kids [and parents] how to do certain activities 
and movements.”

“Our teachers called, texted, [and] FaceTimed
students and parents to help support SWDs [students 
with disabilities]. The challenges were substantial, but 
our staff did everything that they could to meet the 
needs of our students. Our staff put in hours beyond 
normal hours to reach individual student needs.”

18
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Providing specially designed instruction through
new mechanisms: Sustainable practices

• “Synchronous small-group lessons, digital 
manipulatives…”

• “Our special education teacher sent 
materials home, including toys, 
manipulatives that their students were 
used to using at school, to create 
familiarity with routines and 
learning [that] she was trying to get them 
to apply at home.”

19
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• Most districts had more or substantially more difficulty providing services to students 
with disabilities and complying with federal law when schools were closed in the spring 
of 2020 than before COVID-19.

• The similarity in responses across high- and low-poverty and rural and urban districts 
illustrates a widespread issue.

• Implementing evidence-based practices is a sustainable approach.

Summary and implications
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About Clark County School 
District

• Las Vegas, Nevada

• Approximately 316,000 students

• 362 schools

• 16.1% English learners

• 12.6% special education services
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Findings:
English Learners
District resources and instructional guidance 
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English learners in U.S. schools 
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In fall 2017, one of every 10 of public-school students was classified as an English learner in 
the United States.

Source: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cgf.asp

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cgf.asp
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• Focus: District-provided resources and instructional requirements for teachers.

• Questions: 

– To what extent did districts provide resources to support English learners?

– To what extent did districts provide instructional requirements for teachers?

– Did this differ by district type?

• District characteristics:

– High and low English learner enrollment

– Rural versus urban

National COVID-19 district survey: 
Spotlight on English learners 

24
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National COVID-19 district survey: 
Spotlight on English learners 
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Survey Questions Examined for Brief

Resources Provided by Districts:

• English learner–specific distance learning resources for students

• Learning materials in Spanish

• Interpreters/family liaisons 

District Requirements:

• Require to meet virtually with English learners.

• Require teacher collaboration on planning instruction for English learners. 
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English learner–specific distance learning resources
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81%

63%

Urban

Rural

94%

77%

High-percentage English learner district

Low-percentage English learner 
district
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Learning materials in Spanish for English learners
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Sample sizes for Figure 3: 199 rural districts, 455 urban districts, 429 low-percentage English learner districts, 179 high-percentage English learner districts.

76%

60%

Urban

Rural

87%

73%

High-percentage English learner district

Low-percentage English learner 
district
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Interpreters or family liaisons

28

75%

61%
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69%

High-percentage English 
learner district

Low-percentage English  
learner district
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District requirements for teachers to meet virtually with 
English learners

• Urban districts were more likely to 
require teachers to meet virtually with 
English learners than rural districts.

• High-percentage English learner districts 
were more likely to require teachers to 
meet virtually than low-percentage 
English learner districts.
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Sample sizes: 208 rural districts, 474 urban districts, 449 low-percentage English learner districts, 185 high-percentage English learner districts.

84%

79%

72%

54%

Urban

Low-percentage English learner 
districts

High-percentage English learner 

Rural
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District requirements on instructional planning collaboration

• Urban districts were more likely to 
require collaboration between general 
education teachers and English learner 
specialists than rural districts. 

• High-percentage English learner districts 
were more likely have such requirements 
than low-percentage English learner 
districts.
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Sample sizes: 205 rural districts, 476 urban districts, 450 low-percentage English learner districts, 185 high-percentage English learner districts.
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1. Urban school districts were more likely to provide more resources to support English 
learners and instructional guidance to teachers. 

2. High-percentage English learner districts provided more resources to support English 
learners and instructional guidance to teachers.

Summary and implications
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Questions and discussion
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Follow the conversation on Twitter using #AIRCOVIDSurvey.
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New briefs
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Interactive data tool
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