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In March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forced school districts across the country and world to abruptly change the 
traditional school learning model. Aurora Public Schools (APS) worked quickly to transition all APS students from 
fully in-person learning to remote learning and provide as much support and stability as possible for students, staff 
and families.

Throughout the global health crisis, APS sought 
to listen, engage and learn from our stakeholders. 
School and district leaders provided multiple ave-
nues throughout the school year to listen and engage. 
We heard from students, teachers, staff and parents 
through surveys, listening sessions and both virtual 
and in-person meetings.

Decisions about health and safety were made with 
science as our foundation. We also sought regular 
guidance from our local public health agency, the 
Tri-County Health Department. While staying in 
alignment with this guidance, educational and op-
erational decisions were focused on fulfilling APS’ 
COVID-19 Recovery Essential Expectations1. These Es-
sential Expectations laid out our commitments to the 
community in addressing the academic, social-emo-
tional/behavioral health, business operations, and 
physical/structural needs for the 2020-21 school year. 

Through fear and uncertainty, APS worked to make 
quick decisions that balanced what was in the best 
interest of students, staff and community. We rec-
ognize that many of these decisions were met with 
uncertainty, mistrust and fear. Thus, as in all areas 
of our work, we know there is room for growth and 
improvement. As a learning organization, we must 
reflect on our lessons learned and use these themes 
strategically as we plan for the future.

Below are some of our major lessons learned. While 
this is certainly not an exhaustive list, it is a starting 
point for many conversations that we need to contin-
ue to have about how to best serve the APS commu-
nity in recovering from the pandemic. 

We are using our many engagement efforts2 to determine our lessons learned as well as how to strategically deploy 
dollars from the Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund (ESSER). As school districts receive ESS-
ER funding, they are required to utilize robust community engagement in their plans for spending. These dollars will 
be critical to our recovery over the next three years. We hope to continue to learn from you and engage with you, our 
partners in ensuring that every APS student shapes a successful future.

1 https://bit.ly/3cSpJqh 
2 https://bit.ly/3iSCB3A  
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Equity must be at the center of any systemic-level response.

• Many data points showed that the pandemic exacerbated existing inequities in our community. 
• For families who were already struggling financially, the pandemic challenged their financial hardships even fur-

ther. As an indicator, APS distributed more than 7.7 million free meals to students, families and community 
members between March 2020-May 2021.This shows the high level of need in our community and highlights the 
importance that equity must play in serving the APS community moving forward.

• In terms of student attendance, the percentage of students who were severely chronically absent (absent more than 
20% of the time or about 1 day per week) increased dramatically, disproportionately impacting students of color. 
These rates are unacceptable especially for our students of color and we must continue to build on systems that 
support students equitably.

Severely Chronic Absent Rates

  18-19 19-20 20-21
 Hispanic 14% 11.2% 27.4%
 Native American 15.2% 10.6% 29.7%
 Asian 6.8% 5.5% 13.6%
 Black/African American 14.9% 10.9% 23%
 Native Hawaiian 19.8% 19% 48%
 White 9.4% 6.7% 12.5%
 2+ Races 14.2% 1.8% 21.5%
 Total 13.2% 10.3% 23.8%

• Inequities also continued to exist or be exacerbated during the pandemic in terms of the additional resources, ma-
terials, and supplies students needed to engage in learning. In March 2020, APS distributed over 27,000 laptops 
and tablet devices. Throughout the pandemic, 
we also checked out over 600 hotspots for in-
ternet connectivity and developed several part-
nerships (with Comcast, T-Mobile and Amazon 
Web Services) to support families that needed 
internet access. Although this work was criti-
cal, simply providing technology devices and 
internet access did not ensure that students had 
the support and engagement to fully embrace 
remote learning. It is evident that technology 
does not, alone, solve for existing inequities.
- 66% of students reported being frequently 

(always or often) engaged in their school 
work (End-of-Year Survey), compared to 
79% prior to the Pandemic (COVID-19 
Student Survey, Dec. 2020) and 56% 
during the winter.

- 56% of families identified staying focused and interested in learning as an area for support. That was the top 
choice for the student support needs in the Parent/Guardian Intent for 2021-22 Survey Results.

- In December 2020, 90% of students who participated in a survey indicated they often or always had access to 
a working laptop/tablet and 89% indicated that in May 2021.

- In December 2020, 75% of students indicated they often or always had access to internet service that allows 
access to remote learning, in May 2021, 71% of respondents indicated this was the case.
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• APS provided more in-person learning opportunities for students with disabilities, newcomer students (English 
language learners), and preschool and Kindergarten students during the first semester, given their unique learning 
needs. APS also provided additional transportation for newcomer students to increase their access to in-person 
learning. This is an example of an equitable approach that takes unique learning needs into account.

• Looking ahead, it will be critical for APS to put equity at the center of any systemic-level response that the district 
undertakes.

APS is more nimble as an organization than any of us may have thought 
and the APS community adapted to our new remote learning and working 
environment quickly.

• We became a 1:1 technology organization within just a couple weeks in March 2020. APS checked out more than 
27,000 technology devices, over 600 hotspots, and worked to connect as many families to the internet as possible. 
Once again, we worked with partners including Comcast, T-Mobile and Amazon Web Services.

• The transition to remote learning also happened within this timeframe. Initially, students and staff struggled in 
the remote learning environment. The need for robust professional development and support became critical es-
pecially as APS prepared for the 2020-21 school year. In preparation for the fall, APS established expectations for, 
trained staff on, and implemented remote learning for the majority of the first semester.
- 76.1% of teachers agreed that technology supported hybrid learning
- 60% agreed that the hybrid learning strategies supported planning for hybrid learning

•    During the first semester of the 2020-21 school year:
- 4,300 staff members participated in 39,000 professional learning courses 
- 81 courses were offered during the first semester related to educational technology
- 89% of survey respondents on the Ed Tech/Tech courses indicated these courses increased their ability to im-

pact student learning
•    All staff learned to use new technology and platforms to deliver instruction and engage in daily operations in a 

remote environment, something that had never been done before. However, APS staff and students especially 
struggled with the hybrid environment in which some students learned in person while others learned remotely. 
Although APS worked to build up support for hybrid teaching and learning, it was not sufficient and did not 
happen as quickly as was needed.

• All APS schools shifted between multiple learning 
modes (remote, hybrid and in-person learning) 
multiple times throughout the year. These transi-
tions were disruptive and difficult to navigate. It is 
clear that our community may be resilient through 
change, but we must be mindful of the impacts.
- Elementary students and staff shifted: 4 times
- Middle school students and staff shifted: 5 

times
- High school students and staff shifted: 3 times
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• High schools implemented a college block schedule for the first time with two three-hour courses that ran for about 
20 days each. In order to follow health and safety guidance, the block schedule kept high school students within strict 
cohorted groups for quarantine purposes and minimized traffic throughout the school when students attended in 
person for half days. The block schedule was extremely difficult for many students and staff who struggled with both 
the length of classes and pacing.

• All APS schools implemented new health and safety protocols including social distancing, cleaning procedures, 
seating charts and using multiple entrances and exits to control traffic flow.

• School staff voiced concerns about staffing levels especially when school staff were required to quarantine or isolate 
at home. In order to help respond, district-level staff were made available to support schools with staffing through 
an on-call system as needed. However, this was not enough to address staffing needs. Thus, APS created a new 
school-level support position (classroom monitors) that provided additional staffing for schools. These staff mem-
bers supervised classrooms and performed other duties when regular school staff members may have been out on 
quarantine or for other health reasons. The funding for these positions was repurposed from funds that would have 
been used to pay substitutes. There was a nationwide shortage of substitutes throughout the pandemic.

• APS after-school partners pivoted from providing after-school care to supporting remote learning child care sites. 
This was a critical support need for parents and guardians who continued to work in person throughout the 
pandemic. The remote learning sites provided a safe environment for students to engage in remote learning on 
Mondays-Thursdays. The sites were located at community partner locations, so that APS could maintain as much 
social distancing in classrooms as possible. However, parents and guardians voiced frustration that these locations 
were outside of schools and that transportation was not provided.

Engagement and communication is more effective when it is direct, 
ongoing and dynamic.

• Early on in the pandemic, APS identified two key foundations for its work, which served as important guideposts 
to keep the district’s response clear, logical and focused:
- Following Tri-County Health Department Guidance: Direct updates from the Tri-County Health Depart-

ment to stakeholders were the most effective. Information that was not relayed directly from health officials, 
but rather passed on from district officials was frequently met with mistrust or misunderstanding.

- Identifying a Set of Recovery Essential Expectations3: This set of essential expectations focused school and 
district work to strategically meet the most urgent student needs. APS laid out a clear mission and roadmap 
for the school year by focusing on these essential expectations.

• When there is frequent change and disruption, 
stakeholders want information quickly and to 
have representatives providing input along the 
way. This was clear from feedback provided by 
both staff and families. Looking ahead, it may 
be helpful to have regular structures that receive 
feedback from students and parents in addition 
to teachers, school and district staff.

• At the district level, APS provided more fre-
quent communication with families than in past 
years. However, the volume of communication 
became overwhelming especially with schools 
needing to communicate school-specific infor-
mation. Schools were expected to provide at 
least weekly communication to families to keep 
them informed. District communication was translated into the district’s top ten languages and included:
- Regular updates on the learning models being used and upcoming training with emails and phone calls via 

School Messenger
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- Sending multiple surveys 
- Adding a survey to the district website about 

providing feedback on reopening plans4 
- Establishing the Parent Playbook

• APS provided all schools access to Talking Points, 
which allows multilingual text messaging directly 
between teachers/schools and families. The two-way engagement platform allows for messages to be quickly trans-
lated (by humans and machine learning) into families’ preferred languages. Families can then respond in their 
preferred language, which is translated into English for school staff. This became a significant vehicle for commu-
nication between teachers/school staff and families to stay updated and informed. Some families shared that this 
more personalized approach of communicating with text messages was more effective.
- From Sept. 2020 to May 2021, APS school sent over 1.4 million messages to families.
- APS ranks as one of the top 15 school districts in the country when it comes to the use of Talking Points

• By the end of the school year, APS Parent/Guardian survey participation had increased. Survey participation 
ranged from about 15% (N = 3,479) on the Community Survey (administered in Winter 2020), 26% (N = 5,655) 
on the Recovery Plan Survey (administered in Summer 2020) and 39% (N = 8,936) on the 2021-22 Intent Survey 
(administered in Spring 2021).

• With the increased participation, we still only saw a relatively small response rate with languages other than En-
glish and Spanish — all surveys this year had less than 2% of respondents from other languages compared to over 
6% of our APS families naming the top 10 other languages as their primary language. APS must find more ways 
to build on multilingual engagement with families.

• Staff survey participation rates were lower than we typically see for climate and culture surveys:
- Licensed: 46-59% in 20-21 (compared to 68-78%)
- Admin/PT Survey: 37-51% in 20-21 (compared to 65-81%)
- Classified Survey: 24-38% in 20-21 (compared to 41-51%)

 It is clear there was a level of survey fatigue this year. Especially during times of crisis, it is important to ask for 
feedback, but perhaps more importantly provide targeted support for staff depending on their needs. 

• Families served as a critical conduit between teachers and students, particularly for our youngest learners. Families 
were key in supporting students and holding them accountable for logging in and engaging in remote learning, 
since teachers were not in person to directly provide that support. APS needs to build on this partnership by en-
gaging more parents and empowering families to lead learning that happens in the home.

• Collaboration also served as a critical component to supporting dynamic responses to the pandemic. For example, 
APS staff and Aurora Education Association (AEA) representatives collaborated to develop a recommendation and 
new approach for how to handle snow days. The approach to transition to remote learning on snow days (with 
notice provided as early as possible) was adopted and implemented districtwide. This collaborative effort with the 
teacher’s union proved successful and effective.

• Looking ahead, APS needs to communicate and engage with our diverse stakeholders in ways that are direct, on-
going and dynamic. Sharing information from direct sources clearly and frequently is always more effective than 
not communicating enough.
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As a school district, we must always understand the basic needs 
of students and staff while considering the role of those needs in 
setting students up for successful learning.

• Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs lays out an order in which individual needs must be met to achieve one’s full po-
tential. First comes basic needs such as food, water and safety.  These are followed by psychological needs such as 
connection, relationships, self-esteem and self-fulfillment needs. 

• Children’s Hospital Colorado declared a State of Emergency for Youth Mental Health in May 20215.  Children’s 
Colorado reported seeing a 90% increase in demand for behavioral health treatment in the past two years. Behav-
ioral health services at APS School Based Health Centers (SBHCs) had over a 150% increase this year as compared 
to last year (through most recent data available). Supporting students’ social-emotional and mental health needs 
became and will continue to be an elevated priority. 
- The percentage of students who reported positive feelings of well-being (happy, calm) declined significantly be-

tween prior to the pandemic and December 2020, when students were primarily learning remotely, but seem 
to improve for all students by the end of the year. It improved most significantly for students who returned to 
in-person learning.

- The percentage of students who reported negative feelings of well-being (alone, stressed) increased signifi-
cantly between prior to the Pandemic and December 2020, when students were primarily learning remotely, 
but seem to decrease by the end of the year for all students. It decreased most significantly for students who 
returned to in-person learning.

• Staff mental health and well-being was a frequently elevated concern from stakeholders. Many teachers reported 
feelings of high stress, anxiety and isolation. In an effort to provide additional mental health support, APS entered 
into a partnership with Meru Health, which enabled all APS staff to access short-term (10 weeks) digital mental 
health services. 700 APS employees signed-up for the service. In addition, the APS Sustainable Wellness Team 
increased outreach and support opportunities for staff in response to mental health needs. Schools also increased 
school-based opportunities to prioritize staff mental health. Looking ahead, it will continue to be critically import-
ant to provide teachers and staff with robust outreach and support.

• APS’ attention to the most pressing needs of our students, families and staff was critical in providing an immediate 
response to the pandemic and supporting our students in being able to engage in the core mission of our district: 
student learning. APS was fortunate to have numerous partners who helped collaboratively address these needs.

• Moving forward, it is important for APS to contin-
ue to understand the basic needs of our students, 
families and staff. Understanding does not necessar-
ily mean solving for any and all needs. However, a 
strong understanding allows staff to plan our systems 
and supports to strategically work with partners to 
address needs whenever possible so that our students 
are set up for success academically. 
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Embracing innovation is not the same as rejecting the APS experience 
or status quo.

• The global pandemic required that APS build on some existing structures and routines, while moving away from 
others. Changing practices does not negate the value of past experiences or the status quo. There is great value in 
learning from where we have been and building on new opportunities for student growth, particularly in a new 
context.
- The transition to remote learning used the strong structures of APS’ instructional infrastructure--curriculum 

components, data-driven instruction, collaborative structures and assessment strategy and applied them to the 
unique context of remote learning. This meant that staff and teachers could use the same curricular materials, 
standards and diagnostic assessments, while focusing on adapting instruction to the remote or hybrid environ-
ments. Teachers also learned a number of new technologies and platforms to apply to their instruction, which 
may not have been a central part of instruction for many historically. However, moving forward there will be 
many opportunities to utilize this new level of technology literacy to engage students to learn in unique ways.  

- Almost all school and district support services in APS were able to pivot to operate remotely when possible. Staff 
members learned new ways of working, collaborating and serving students and families. For example, schools 
transformed their family engagement to be completely virtual. This provided more families with opportunities to 
participate in school events, meetings and conferences. Multilingual interpretation was also able to be provided 
virtually, so that families could engage with school staff. Moving forward, it will be critical to build on these en-
gagement efforts and continually find ways to more effectively engage families as our partners in education.

• Innovation can lead to unanticipated learning that we must continue to strengthen and build on.
- Not only did staff learn new technological tools, but so did our students. 61% of families identified using tech-

nology to learn as a strength for their students--the greatest strength and 58% of students have indicated that 
they have become stronger in using technology to learn (Parent/Guardian Intent for 2021-22 Survey Results 
and APS COVID-19 Student Survey).

- 54% of students also reported that they have become stronger in working independently (APS COVID-19 
Student Survey).

• APS needs to strategically build on this unanticipated learning while honoring traditional ways of teaching and 
learning. 
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Strong and trusting relationships are built through both frequent formal 
and informal interactions between students and staff. These relationships 
are key to keeping students safe, healthy and supporting student 
engagement and learning.

• Research shows that having a caring adult in a student’s life has a positive impact on their overall well-being, en-
gagement and academic success. These relationships are developed not only in classes, but also through informal 
interactions in hallways, lunch rooms and before and after school.

• Relationships
- Over ⅓ of high school students identified as a challenge of block scheduling “being able to develop relation-

ships with teacher or students” (COVID-19 Student Survey, Dec. 2020).
- At both mid-year and end of year, 89% of students indicated that their teachers really care about them (APS 

COVID-19 Student Surveys).
- At mid-year, 60% indicated they have never talked to an adult at school about something that was bothering 

them this year, by the end of year that number lowered slightly to 58% (APS COVID-19 Student Surveys). In 
previous school years, this was typically around 49%.

- Approximately 46% indicated they have never talked to an adult at school about something outside of school 
that is important to them at both mid-year and end of year (APS COVID-19 Student Surveys). In previous 
school years this was typically around 54%.

•  Attendance
-     As indicated earlier, attendance dropped compared to 

previous years, and particularly on Fridays, when stu-
dents were learning asynchronously.

-    The percentage of students who were identified as severely 
chronically absent (absent more than 20% of the time) 
increased dramatically and particularly among students 
of color.

• Engaged Learning
-    Student engagement has certainly been impacted by the 

pandemic, likely through a combination of format, and 
without opportunities to interact with adults and peers 
in person.

-    56% of students reported being frequently (always or of-
ten) engaged in their school work at mid-year compared 
to 66% of students at the end of the year (COVID-19 
Student Surveys). Prior to the pandemic, this was at 79%.
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-    56% of families identified staying focused and interested in learning as an area for support - the top area for 
support for students; 44% identified it as a strength (Parent/Guardian Intent for 2021-22 Survey Results).

-    46% of students identified staying focused and interested in learning as an area for greater support, one of the 
top areas for needing more support (APS COVID-19 Student Survey).

-   41% of students indicated that their classes are frequently challenging, compared to 34% prior to the pandemic 
and 53% at mid-year (COVID-19 Student Surveys).

-     Data shows that student Individual Career and Academic Plans (ICAPs) are likely viewed as more of a compli-
ance measure rather than a way to effectively engage students in learning. 
> By the end of the 2020-21 school year, 87.5% of students in grades 1-12 had completed a plan, compared 

to 92.6% in the 2019-20 school year. The rate for the 2018-19 school year was 90.8%.
- When effectively used, student plans can make learning in the classroom relevant and rigorous every day. 

Moving forward, it will be critical for students to connect classroom learning to what they want to achieve and 
work toward in the future. Many informal interactions that school staff have with students may be centered 
around these important conversations about the future. We recognize the value of those interactions and want 
to ensure that students have strong, trusting relationships with school staff.

Ongoing and strategic investment in strong physical/organizational 
infrastructure is key to maintaining stability in learning environments.

• The global pandemic challenged and pushed nearly every industry to its limit. School districts were no exception 
and APS found that having strong physical and organizational infrastructure was key to maintaining stability in 
our learning environments and effectively serving the APS community. 

• APS has historically had strong support from its community through the passage of bond measures. Bond measures 
provide much-needed funding through voter-approved tax increases for school districts. These funds can only be 
used for construction, building improvements and technology infrastructure and upgrades. APS voters approved 
the most recent bond measures in 2016, 2008 and 2002. These bond dollars have been strategically invested to 
maintain our schools and ensure that our buildings are safe. For example, heating, ventilation and air conditioning 
systems (HVAC) are extremely costly. However, thanks to community support and strong management of bond 
programs, APS has been able to install and maintain HVAC systems in all APS schools. Our high functioning and 
well maintained HVAC systems were critical for transmission mitigation throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This provided APS with an additional tool in preventing transmission in our schools.

• Physical infrastructure can also create clear limitations. For ex-
ample, APS had limited physical space in our classrooms and 
schools, so due to social distancing requirements, we were not 
able to serve as many students in person at the same time. The 
hybrid learning model provided a logistical solution to this. 
However, as stated previously, the hybrid learning model was 
extremely challenging and unpopular among staff.
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• In 2018, APS voters also approved a mill levy override, which provides critical funding for district operational and 
programming costs. As part of the 2018 mill levy override, APS invested heavily in mental health supports for 
students and staff. Prior to the pandemic, APS hired more than 100 counselors and mental health professionals. 
Thanks to this infrastructure, our 258 counseling and mental health professionals were able to provide much-need-
ed mental health services for our students and staff throughout the pandemic. Looking ahead, it will be critical to 
build on these services and also incorporate social-emotional learning directly into what we teach in our classrooms 
every day.

• Colorado state officials provided school districts with personal protective equipment (PPE) in the form of KN95 
masks throughout the pandemic. However, it was because of the physical infrastructure that we had set up through 
the APS warehouse that allowed for the quick storage and distribution of PPE to all APS schools. 

• The APS Maintenance & Operations team quickly adapted new cleaning protocols and training for staff to sup-
port all APS schools. Custodial staff were able to deep clean and sanitize schools regularly and especially focus on 
areas in which there may have been a COVID-19 exposure (a symptomatic or positive individual was in the space). 
This was another critical strategy to minimize transmission of COVID-19 within our schools.

• Lastly, APS was able to mobilize and activate many community partners to support our families and community. 
Some of these partners were honored during a special Board of Education meeting in June 2021. Community 
partners supported APS in many key areas including: donating to our Nutrition Services program to provide free 
meals to adults in our community, regular COVID-19 testing for staff, internet connectivity for families, vaccina-
tion for staff and families and setting up remote learning centers.

It is likely that we will not fully understand the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on our students, staff, 
families and community for years to come. However, it is imperative that we continue to access, analyze and learn from 
our data, engagement and conversations with stakeholders. 

APS recognizes the significant losses and sacrifices that all of us have made throughout the pandemic. Recovery and re-
siliency post-pandemic will need to include ways to honor these losses and sacrifices while looking ahead to the future. 

Once again, strategically using funding from the Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund (ESSER) 
will be critical to our recovery over the next three years. We will use our many community engagement efforts that 
informed these lessons learned to deploy our ESSER funds in the most impactful ways to drive student success. 

One thing is clear: the APS community never gives up on our students. We fight for our kids every day. Together, we 
look forward to new beginnings, unique opportunities and always learning and doing better. We sincerely thank you 
for your continued partnership and support of Aurora Public Schools.

As always, we urge you to visit our district website aurorak12.org for updated information. If you would like to con-
tinue to provide feedback, please visit: https://bit.ly/3wRAscs.
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