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ABSTRACT 

Connecting with stakeholders during a pandemic: School is out, but crisis communication 
is in. Houston Baptist University, Houston, Texas. Doctor of Executive Educational 
Leadership, March 2022, Houston Baptist University, Houston, Texas. 

 
Silently, and without much warning, the Coronavirus (COVID-19) swiftly spread 

around the globe causing a worldwide pandemic.  The deadly virus shut down thousands 

of public schools, sending home millions of students, teachers, and staff to keep them 

safe during an unprecedented calamity.  When public school districts closed their 

physical buildings, superintendents and school public relations experts scrambled to find 

innovative ways to communicate and engage with stakeholders effectively and efficiently 

amid a pandemic.  Schools were out, but crisis communication was in.  This research 

explored how superintendents and communication executives in seven public school 

districts in different parts of the United States communicated with their stakeholders 

during the initial shutdown of schools from March 2020 through June 2020, due to the 

spread of COVID-19.  Specifically, this multi-case study focused on understanding how 

these public school district leaders disseminated information with their stakeholders in 

the face of a crisis as well as on understanding how communication is fundamental to 

school leaders in engaging with staff, students, parents, and the community during a 

crisis. 

Keywords: coronavirus, pandemic, stakeholders, crisis, public perception, school district 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic forced the shutdown of K-12 public 

schools in multiple countries, including the United States (McCaskill, 2020).  The 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) defined COVID-19 as a “virus that 

can spread from person to person with health risks ranging from mild symptoms to even 

death” (CDC, 2020).  Since the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic by the World 

Health Organization (WHO) on March 11, 2020, more than 118,000 cases of the virus 

were reported in 114 countries, with more than 4,200 fatalities worldwide (WHO, 2020).  

Within a year, by March 11, 2021, the numbers increased exponentially, with 116 million 

COVID-19 cases and 2.5 million deaths worldwide (WHO, 2021).  With the rise of 

COVID-19 cases and the threat to public health, governments banned or limited travel, 

closed public spaces, and ordered individuals to quarantine at home to stop the spread of 

the virus.  In the United States, state governors adopted different safety measures for their 

constituents and instituted diverse orders that included school districts’ decisions to close 

schools (McCaskill, 2020). 

The escalating concerns over the rapid spread of the coronavirus and the 

uncertainty about how it would impact students, teachers, staff, and administrators 

compelled superintendents in public school districts to shut down classrooms to prevent 

the spread of the virus and to keep students safe (McCaskill, 2020).  Seven public school 

districts across the country closed schools due to the novel coronavirus pandemic (Blume 

et al., 2020; Hub, 2020; Shapiro, 2020).  The school districts are in the states of New 
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York, Florida, Ohio, and Texas and vary in size from serving 20,000 to 1.1 million 

students (Blume et al., 2020; Hub, 2020; Shapiro, 2020). 

Navigating through the precarious terrains of a global pandemic was a 

challenging task for public school districts, but it is during these turbulent times when it 

is imperative for superintendents and leaders to communicate and engage with 

stakeholders.  Labelle and Waldeck (2020) asserted that strategic communications are 

crucial to “develop, implement, and evaluate messages that are consistent with an 

organization’s needs, mission, and vision, effectively reaching and influencing internal 

and external audiences” (p. 3).  Thus, strategic communications provide a map and 

direction of what lies ahead to both internal and external audiences to maintain the focus 

and ignore the distractions in the midst of a crisis (Labelle & Waldeck, 2020).  As a 

result, understanding how these public school district leaders communicated with their 

stakeholders when the COVID-19 pandemic closed physical classrooms is fundamental 

to discover how to engage with stakeholders in the face of a crisis. 

HBU Pillar Six: Renew Our Campus, Renew Our Community 

This dissertation topic and research follows the spirit of the Houston Baptist 

University’s (HBU) faith Pillar Six: Renew Our Campus, Renew Our Community.  The 

goal is to positively contribute to the research community with an informative and 

substantive study, which prioritizes the core values of ethics, faith, and humility.  As 

Matthew 5:13 states, “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see 

your good works” (New International Version Bible, 2020).  The researcher seeks to 

uplift the contributions of the campus and surrounding communities by shining a light on 

the good works of an entire support system. 
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Background of the Study 

 According to Education Week, school closures in the United States “affected at 

least 55.1 million students in 124,000 U.S. public and private schools” at their peak 

(Education Week, 2020).  Crisis communication, through multiple and innovative 

avenues, became essential in ensuring that parents, employees, and students were 

informed about developing updates on the coronavirus and district’s shift into a virtual 

learning and engagement stage (Seeger et al., 2001, p. 5).  Public school districts across 

the United States closed schools due to the threat of COVID-19 in March 2020.  The 

concern, as public health officials warned, was that schools would become nests of 

transmission impacting students and staff.  The crisis consisted of a global pandemic 

involving COVID-19, a virus which presented a dangerous and even deadly threat to 

people (Education Week, 2020).  The airborne virus resulted in an even more hazardous 

peril inside public schools, where students, teachers, and staff are in close proximity with 

each other for long periods of time, becoming more at risk and possible transmission 

agents or targets of the virus (CDC, 2020).  Superintendents in public school districts 

made the decision to shut down school buildings, athletic facilities, and administrative 

offices to prevent the spread of the transmission (Texas Education Agency, 2020).  

School buses and transportation of students also came to an abrupt stop (Strauss, 2020). 

 When school districts closed buildings, administrators were obliged to improvise 

during the unprecedented times and find innovative and inspiring ways to connect with 

students, parents, staff, and community members.  The seven public school districts in the 

United States created virtual platforms to continue to engage with stakeholders even after 

closing their physical buildings (Blume et al., 2020; Hub, 2020; Shapiro, 2020).  
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Employees were required to work from home, while students were encouraged to engage 

in virtual learning through a laptop, chrome, smartphone, or tablet (Shapiro, 2020). 

Statement of the Problem 

The extant literature on crisis communication of school districts with stakeholders 

during a pandemic suggests gaps in multiple areas.  The methods, processes, and 

concepts researched do not provide a specific understanding on how crisis 

communication should be implemented during a global crisis and the factors that 

influence the public perception of stakeholders. While there have been attempts to 

understand the importance of engagement with stakeholders during a crisis, there is still 

much work to do.  Researchers bear a responsibility to continue to explore this area to 

ensure that school districts are better prepared for the next crisis (Coombs, 2007). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the study is to identify what communication practices and 

methods were utilized and what factors were considered by superintendents and 

communication executives when the COVID-19 pandemic was first declared by the 

World Health Organization on March 11, 2020.  Also, the purpose is to learn from the 

perspectives of superintendents and communication executives what they believed was 

the most successful method utilized to connect with stakeholders during the initial 

months of the COVID-19 crisis, from March 2020 through June 2020. 

Significance of the Study 

This research can help school leaders be prepared to utilize crisis communication 

as a tool to connect and engage with their students, staff, parents, and community 

members in the face of a crisis.  This narrative multi-case study is designed to provide 
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superintendents, school public relations experts, and research-practitioners a thorough 

understanding of what communication trends were successful during a pandemic and 

which practices need to be strengthened in future crises. This research will also help other 

school leaders understand lessons learned from situations during the pandemic crisis.  As 

Mazer et al. (2015) asserted, “A lack of research on school crisis communication can 

leave schools underprepared for school crises and their lasting impact on students, 

parents, and the larger community” (p. 2).  The study is designed to expand the 

information available on crisis communication to understand the impact that messaging 

has on generating public trust during a pandemic. 

Definitions of Terms 

The terms defined below are operational definitions that are frequently referred to 

throughout this study: 

Coronavirus (COVID-19) 

 According to health officials, coronavirus (COVID-19) is a viral infection that is 

contagious, which causes respiratory illness.  Symptoms of COVID-19 include a cough, 

fever, and in more severe cases, difficulty breathing and/or death (CDC, 2020). 

Crisis Communication 

 A sudden and unexpected event that threatens to disrupt an organization's 

operations and poses both a financial and a reputational threat. Crises can harm 

stakeholders physically, emotionally, and/or financially. A wide array of stakeholders is 

adversely affected by a crisis, including community members, employees, customers, 

suppliers, and stockholders (Coombs, 2007). 
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News media 

 For the current study, news media refers to television, newspaper, and digital 

media. Media serves as a gatekeeper of information and mirror of public opinion 

(Bierbaum, 2018). 

Public Perception 

 For the purposes of this study, public perception refers to the commentary made 

in public platforms by parents, students, staff, stakeholders, and other community 

members of a school district.  Public perception refers to influence and how individuals 

define problems, identify causes, pass judgments, and propose solutions for public policy 

issues (Bierbaum, 2018). 

Superintendent 

 Functioning as the chief executive officer (CEO) of the school district, the 

superintendent is responsible for daily operations of the district, inclusive of 

transportation and finance, curriculum and policy implementation, media relations, and 

empowering leaders. 

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) 

 Situational crisis communication theory has three constructs that impact the 

perception of an organization during a crisis: (a) severity of a crisis, (b) amount of 

personal control over the crisis, and (c) organization’s performance history during a crisis 

(Coombs, 2007). 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for the study is the situational crisis communication 

theory (SCCT) proposed by Coombs (2007).  It “evaluates the crisis type, crisis history 
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and prior relationship reputation to predict the level of reputational threat to the 

organization” and how stakeholders perceive the crisis and attribute crisis responsibility 

(p. 5).  SCCT suggests that “crisis managers should match strategic crisis responses to the 

level of crisis responsibility and reputational threat posed by a crisis” (Coombs, 2007, p. 

5). 

Coombs and Holiday (2001) asserted that school district leaders must demonstrate 

the aptitude, confidence, and resilience in handling crisis events.  By analyzing the 

situational crisis communication theory (SCCT), researchers can understand how 

communication impacts stakeholder’s perceptions in times of crisis.  The three paradigms 

of the SCCT are “(a) the severity of the crisis, (b) the amount of personal control that 

organizational leaders have over the crisis, and (c) the company performance history” 

(Coombs & Holiday, 1996).  Situational crisis communication theory applies to this 

qualitative multi-case study because school district superintendents and communication 

executives can use SCCT to develop a crisis communication strategy.  The strategy 

consists of developing a plan that assesses the severity of the crisis, the amount of 

personal control that school district leaders have over the crisis, and rebuilding on the 

school district’s performance history.  These three constructs are the foundations for 

effective communication strategies in the midst of a crisis. 

Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided the study: 

1. How does crisis communication compare or differ for school districts under 

normal conditions and in the time of pandemic? 
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2. What considerations did superintendents/chancellors include in the process to 

determine appropriate crisis communication platforms, formats, styles, and 

strategies to utilize during the time of pandemic? 

3. What was the perspective of superintendents and district communications 

executives about the methods that were most successful in communicating during 

a pandemic? 

Limitations 

The limitations of the study are several.  There is a lack of extant peer-reviewed 

literature related to crisis communication in K-12 school districts.  When utilizing library 

research tools for keywords, including “pandemic,” “coronavirus,” “school district,” 

“crisis communication,” “superintendent,” “media,” and “public perception,” the relevant 

literature is limited.  Other constraints included limiting the publication dates between 

2011 to 2021.  There is a gap in the literature showing the correlation between public 

perception and public support of the school district, as well as student academic 

outcomes. 

Delimitations 

The study has self-imposed boundaries set by the researcher, which are its 

delimitations (Lunenburg & Irby, 2008, p. 134).  The sample size will be limited to 

Superintendents, Chancellor, and/or communication executives who operate in seven 

different school districts in multiple states. The timeframe will be the period during the 

closure of seven public school districts from the time the pandemic was declared in 

March 2020 through June 2020.  The study is limited to seven public school districts in 
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the United States, and data, conclusions, and implications may not reflect districts of 

different sizes or locations. 

Assumptions 

 Following the situational crisis communication theory, the assumption is that 

crisis communication is crucial to engage with stakeholders during the closure of a school 

district due to a pandemic, and school administrators should implement strategic crisis 

responses to the level of reputational threat and crisis responsibility (Coombs, 2007).  

The study assumes all participants shared similar experiences with communication during 

the global pandemic; all participating districts have similar organizational and leadership 

structures; and all study participants provided honest and accurate responses to questions 

asked during interviews. 

Organization of the Study 

 The research study will be organized in five chapters. Chapter I will provide the 

background of the study, statement of the problem, purpose of the study, significance of 

the study, definition of terms, theoretical framework, research question, limitations, 

delimitations, and the assumptions. Chapter II will present a review of the literature, 

while Chapter III will describe the methodology utilized, including the selection of 

participants, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis of the study. Chapter IV 

will present the findings of the study, while Chapter V will provide a discussion of the 

findings, implications, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

Review of the Literature 
 

When the coronavirus (COVID-19) swiftly spread, causing a global pandemic, 

public school districts were forced to close their physical buildings.  Millions of students, 

teachers, and staff were sent home for safety concerns during an unprecedented calamity, 

but instruction continued.  This presented unprecedented challenges for school districts to 

communicate with their stakeholders.  School districts were forced to consider innovative 

ways to conduct business and maintain communication among stakeholders (Shapiro, 

2020).  This literature review is an examination of extant literature related to: (a) school 

districts’ organizational structure, (b) traditional communication systems and practices, 

(c) impact of crises on schools, and (d) COVID-19’s impact on schools.  These topics 

also serve as the section dividers in the review. 

School Districts’ Organizational Structure 

Under the leadership of the superintendent or chancellor, school districts are 

organized to carry out critical functions that collectively make up the totality of the 

district’s operations and among these is communications.   The School Superintendent 

Association (AASA) considered the premier organization serving leaders who can learn 

from each other in the service of students among its numerous services, offers the AASA 

National Superintendent Certification Program (AASA The School Superintendent 

Association [AASA], 2021).  The program addresses 13 topics, which are considered key 

for excellence in leadership in our nation's public schools, which has never been more 

vital to our children’s success than it is today (AASA, Program Details section, p. 2).  

The AASA key topics are: (a) Gathering the Group and Building Community; (b) Ethics 
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and Professional Norms for Superintendents Serving Students of Today and Tomorrow; 

(c) Promoting Equity and Cultural Responsiveness: Building a Shared Vision of Student 

Achievement and Well Being; (d) A Vision for Educational Leadership in the 21st 

Century; (e) Superintendent and Board Relations, Policies, and Procedures; (f) The 

Superintendent and the District’s Communication Plan; (g) Organizational Culture 

Building: Promoting a Shared Vision for Quality Teaching and Learning; (h) Engaging 

Families, Businesses, Government Agencies, and the Community; (i) The Superintendent 

as the Instructional Leader: Curriculum, Assessment and Instruction in the 21st Century 

Educational Environment; (j) The Role of the Superintendent in Promoting the School 

and System Improvement Process; (k) Addressing Social Emotional and Academic 

Learning; Building a Community of Care and Support for All Students; (l) Operations 

and Management; (m) Legislative Advocacy and Culminating Capstone Projects (AASA, 

p. 3.) 

According to AASA, the leadership responsibilities of public school 

superintendents encompass ten distinct, but overlapping, functions that define the 

ongoing activities of school districts.  These functions are: (a) governance operations; (b) 

curriculum and instruction; (c) elementary and secondary campus operations; (d) 

instructional support services; (e) human resources; (f) administrative, finance, and 

business operations; (g) facilities planning and plant services; (h) accountability, 

information management, and technology services; (i) external and internal 

communications; and (j) operational support systems – safety and security, food services, 

and transportation (p. 7).  In Texas, for example, “the TExES Superintendent test is 

designed to assess whether a test taker has the requisite knowledge and skills that an 
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entry-level superintendent or assistant superintendent in Texas public schools must 

possess” (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2018, p. 3).  The test addresses eight 

standards: (a) Learner-Centered Values and Ethics of Leadership; (b) Learner-Centered 

Leadership and School District Culture; (c) Learner-Centered Human Resources 

Leadership and Management; (d) Learner-Centered Policy and Governance; (e) Learner-

Centered Communications and Community Relations; (f) Learner-Centered 

Organizational Leadership and Management; (g) Learner-Centered Curriculum Planning 

and Development; and (h) Learner-Centered Instructional Leadership and Management 

(TEA, 2018, p. 5).  As previously mentioned, each of these sources, while utilizing 

slightly different terminology, includes a function, a standard or key topic that includes 

communications, and a review of selected school districts across the country do likewise. 

The National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], in its latest report that lists 

the 120 largest school districts by enrollment size in 2017, includes the following school 

districts as the ten largest school districts: New York City (NY), Los Angeles Unified 

(CA), City of Chicago (IL), Miami-Dade (FL), Clark County (NV), Broward (FL), 

Hillsborough (FL), Houston ISD (TX), Orange (FL), and Palm Beach (FL) (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2021, Table 215.30).  A review of the organizational 

chart for the first five largest above named school districts includes a role or function 

related to communications.  The function is listed as: New York Department of 

Education, Communications; Los Angeles Unified, Communications and Media 

Relations; Chicago Public Schools, Office of Communications; Miami-Dade County 

Public Schools, Office of Communications; Clark County School District, 
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Communications Office. The review of these school district organizations illustrates 

communications as a central district function with direct access to the superintendent. 

Roles and Expectations of Superintendents 

Expectations are high for the superintendent at the helm of a school district.  The 

position of superintendent emerged early on in public education and has changed over 

time as society and responsibilities have evolved.  The role of the superintendent has 

transformed into a position with a clear and important emphasis on managerial or 

leadership functions as both deal with influence, collaborating with others, and achieving 

goals (Northouse, 2016).  While management focuses on stability and direction, 

leadership in a superintendent focuses on adaptive and productive change in a school 

district (Northouse, 2016).  The difference between the management role and the 

leadership role of a superintendent can be captured in the description provided by Grace 

Murray Hopper, “You manage things; you lead people” (Hackman & Johnson, 2013, p. 

12).  To fully understand the current role and expectations of the top leader of a school 

district, it is essential to look back at the origin and the transformations that have 

occurred along the way. 

Historical View 

 Though the role and expectations of school superintendents have changed 

significantly over time in the scope of work performed, the position itself has existed for 

more than 170 years since the 1850s.  Kowalksi (2005) conceptualizes the evolution of 

the role of the superintendent in the following framework: 

• Teacher-scholar from 1850 to early 1900s 

• Manager from early 1900s to 1930 
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• Democratic leader from 1930 to mid-1950s 

• Applied social scientist from mid-1950s to 1970s 

• Communicator from mid-1970s to present 

Originally, superintendents were viewed as scholars involved in the teaching 

profession.  During 1850 to early 1900s, superintendents were doing the work in the 

classroom teaching students and were shielded from the politics of the role while school 

board members managed the organization (Kowalski, 2005).  However, the boom in 

population in the 1900s and growth in school district sizes required superintendents to 

transition from the teacher role to focus to the organizational business manager role 

(Kowalksi & Bjork, 2005).  According to Kowalksi and Bjork (2005), during this time 

frame, superintendents were now expected to learn, understand, and make decisions 

regarding budgets, operations, and facilities in the school district.  In 1930, the economic 

depression gave rise to the role of the superintendent as a democratic leader, one who is 

skilled at politics and also the acquisition of resources.  During this period, education was 

perceived as the equalizer that would help society recover from the damaging 

consequences of the economic depression.  As a result, school district top leaders had to 

learn to navigate the political ground to be able to acquire a stake in the limited resources 

that were available to support their schools during the economic depression (Kowalksi & 

Bjork, 2005).  Two decades later, in the 1950s, the role of the superintendent evolved 

with the expansion of social sciences.  The top school district leaders were expected to 

use science and predictability to ensure they right the social wrongs as applied social 

scientists (Kowalksi & Bjork, 2005).  During this period, the education of 

superintendents centered around a scientific field of study when completing their degrees, 
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such as sociology, psychology, economics, or political science (Kowalksi et al., 2011).  

Since the 1970s, the transition from a manufacturing-based society into an information-

based society gave birth to the role of the superintendent as a communicator (Kowalksi & 

Bjork, 2005).  Superintendents as leaders of the district are expected to go beyond the 

simple reporting of what transpires in schools to have the ability to collaborate with 

stakeholders and be able to form relationships and communicate transparently and 

frequently (Kowalksi et al., 2011). 

Current View 

 The current role of the superintendent of a school district continues to evolve 

based on the constant changes in social, political, and cultural contexts.  Meador (2019) 

referred to a superintendent as the chief executive officer (CEO) of the school district 

who manages the overall operations and finances of the school district.   The school 

district size, political forces, stakeholders, and board members also impact the role and 

expectations of superintendents (Meador, 2019).  But according to Kowalksi and Bjork 

(2005), while some superintendents might still be required to be instructional leaders, 

most, if not all, are expected to be top communicators who build trusting relationships 

with the board of education and all district stakeholders.  In addition, superintendents 

must still focus on six major managerial tasks: governmental relations, finances and 

budgets, district personnel, facilities, contractual negotiations, and public relations 

(Browne-Ferrigno & Glass, 2005).  Ultimately, the social, economic, and political arenas, 

in combination with the public expectations, influence the evolving superintendent’s role 

as the highest leader of the school district. 
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Leadership Styles of Superintendents During Crises 

Navigating through the unchartered territory of the coronavirus pandemic requires 

superintendents of school districts to demonstrate leadership and compassion. As Kezar 

et al. (2018) asserted, the role of leaders “in establishing a culture of trust, collaboration, 

and shared leadership prior to a crisis, will more significantly influence the ability of the 

institution to withstand times of crisis” (p. 20).   The uncertainty of the pandemic resulted 

in school district leaders making the strategic and swift decision to pivot in-person 

classes to online teaching and learning.  The transformational change in the learning 

instruction mode resulted in superintendents and district leaders not only educating staff, 

students, and parents on the new platform, but also building trusting relations with 

stakeholders about the effectiveness of the new system (Kezar et al., 2018). 

There are various types of leadership styles that superintendents can employ in 

their execution of duties as leaders of the school district.  But the leadership style of a 

superintendent becomes even more critical in times of crisis (Doraiswamy, 2012).  

Heifetz and Laurie (2001) advised that leaders need to be courageous in times of crisis as 

“disrupting the existing patterns or established norms may require radical changes in 

attitudes, values, and beliefs for some stakeholders” (p. 9).  More specifically, a 

leadership style in times of crisis will need an “adaptive capacity to take advantage of 

strategic opportunities as they arise to redefine organizational responsibilities by 

disruptive innovation and employ digital technologies to alter inefficient practices” 

(Heifetz & Laurie, 2001, p.4). 
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Instructional Leadership 

 A superintendent who has an instructional leadership style is a visionary whose 

goals are relative to the academic progress of student outcomes (Hallinger, 2011).  

Instruction is the primary focus of the superintendent and decisions are made based on 

academic growth.  Valentine and Prater (2011) described the instructional leadership 

qualities of a superintendent as the following: 

• Knowledge of instruction and curriculum 

• Direct support of teaching staff 

• Supervision of classroom instruction 

• Coaching relationships with teachers or mentor 

• Promoting school culture and 

• Defining the school mission. (p 4) 

Superintendents consider instructional leadership as a significant attribute 

necessary to lead a district, while others do not devote much time to instructional 

leadership (Whitt et al., 2015).  During a crisis, the focus of instruction might change as it 

may need to adapt to the new barriers or circumstances presented, and depending on the 

situation, safety might become the priority of district leaders (Whitt et al., 2015). 

Transactional Leadership 

 Superintendents who are transactional leaders focus on supervision, organization, 

and performance.  Transactional leadership, also known as managerial leadership, is 

described as an exchange of actions where employees are motivated to perform the 

requests of the leader based on the possible reward they would receive (Stewart, 2006; 

Yahaya & Ebrahim, 2016).  Superintendents who implement this style of leadership focus 
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on specific tasks and use rewards and punishments to motivate employees.  Burns (1978) 

explains that transactional leadership relates to positive exchanges between the employee 

and the leader, but also the negative consequences for failure to meet performance 

expectations. Transactional leaders do not “focus on the personal development of the 

employee” but only on the exchange of performance and reward (Northouse, 2016).  Bass 

and Avolio (2004) furthered divided transactional leadership into two dimensions: 

contingent reward and management by exception.  Under the contingent reward 

dimension, the employee receives an incentive or reward for meeting the expectation of 

the leader (Callow et al., 2009).  Under the management by exception dimension, the 

leader monitors the employee and then corrects the work if a mistake or error is made 

(Stewart, 2006).  Management by exception is further divided into two categories 

referring to the behavior of the leader: passive and active management (Yahaya & 

Ebrahim, 2016).   Passive management, by exception, involves leaders who allow the 

work by the employee to be completed before revising it to determine if errors or 

mistakes occurred.  In this situation, the passive leader will only intervene if the work is 

incorrect.  Active management by exception is when leadership takes the initiative to 

monitor the employee’s performance and intervenes when a mistake occurs.  In both 

active and passive management by exception, the leader uses negative reinforcement for 

work not done correctly or expectations not met (Devine & Alger, 2012).  

Superintendents who are transactional leaders focus on results and value order and 

structure. 
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Transformational Leadership 

 In educational leadership, superintendents who are transformational leaders are 

valued and applauded by multiple audiences.  Transformational leaders are characterized 

as leaders who invigorate and inspire employees to develop their own leadership skills 

and attain successful results (Bass & Riggio, 2006).   In contrast to transactional 

leadership where the goal is to get the task done, transformational leaders focus on 

inspiring their teammates to work together in the organization’s shared vision, encourage 

problem-solving, creativity, and leadership growth to benefit the entire team (Bass & 

Riggio, 2006).  Instead of following a set of behaviors, transformational leadership is a 

process where the leader creates a “deep level of connection and commitment with 

employees and the organizational vision” (Burns, 1978).  Transformational leadership is 

divided into four dimensions: 

• Idealized influence 

• Inspirational motivation 

• Intellectual stimulation and 

• Individualized consideration. (Northouse, 2016) 

Under idealized influence, leaders act as strong role models with high standards 

of moral and ethical conduct for employees to emulate (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  In 

addition, the leader with idealized influence places the needs of the employee above their 

own (Walumbwa et al., 2008).  Leaders with inspirational motivation have “team spirit” 

charisma to stimulate passion for work, build employee’s self-assurance in their 

capabilities to perform the tasks successfully, and articulate an inspirational vision that 

motivates drive.  Leaders with intellectual stimulation encourage their teammates to 
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challenge their own beliefs and abilities to perform beyond their own expectations.  In 

addition, the leader creates intellectual stimulation in the employee to be a problem-

solver, questioning established assumptions and norms, and learning how to reframe 

problems to find a unique solution.  These leaders provide support along the way to their 

employees, giving them reassurance and encouragement needed to excel (Walumbwa et 

al., 2008).  Lastly, the individualized consideration dimension is characterized as leaders 

serving as mentors and coaches of their employees helping identify areas of growth and 

developing them into leaders themselves (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2016).  In 

this area, it is crucial for leaders and employees to develop their relationship for the 

leader to truly know the needs of the employee and be able to provide individualized 

support and professional development (Yahaya & Ebrahim, 2016). 

Authentic Leadership 

 Superintendents who are authentic leaders are known to be true to themselves and 

to others.  Bird et al. (2013) noted that authentic leadership remerged due to the rising 

sense of societal disapproval of public scandals and distrust of public leaders.  Authentic 

leaders as described as “knowing themselves, being able to build trust, create hope, and 

exhibit optimism in the followers of their organization” (Avolio et al., 2004, p. 4).  

Authentic leaders are characterized as having integrity, high moral standards, and the 

commitment to increase job satisfaction, meaningfulness, and engagement with 

employees (Northouse, 2016).  Superintendents who are authentic leaders are future-

oriented, have passion for their purpose, and are able to empathize with different 

individuals from different backgrounds (Bird & Wang, 2011). 
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The four components of authentic leadership in a school district superintendent 

are the following: 

• Self-awareness 

• Moral integrity 

• Balanced processing and 

• Relational transparency. (Bird & Wang, 2013) 

The first component of self-awareness refers to a leader knowing who they are, 

their strengths and weaknesses, and their impact on others around them (Avolio et al., 

2009; Bird & Wang, 2013; Northouse, 2016).  The moral integrity component, also 

known as the internalized moral perspective, allows the authentic leader to be guided by 

an internal sense of what is right and wrong, which limits the ability of outside influences 

to affect decision-making (Northouse, 2016).  These leaders are authentic because their 

actions are consistent with their expressed beliefs (Northouse, 2016).  The third 

component of balanced processing refers to a leader’s ability to take in opinions and 

viewpoints objectively before making decisions (Avolio et al., 2009; Bird & Wang, 2013; 

Northouse, 2016). Superintendents with balanced processing are knowledgeable about 

the organizational processes and follow them consistently.  They are also open about their 

own perspectives and open to the perspectives of others (Bird & Wang, 2013). The final 

component of authentic leadership is relational transparency, which refers to leaders 

being honest about their feelings and motives and the opinions and motives of others 

(Avolio et al., 2009; Bird & Wang, 2013; Northouse, 2016).  Leaders who demonstrate 

relational transparency empower others to lead and are focused on the success and 

development of their teammates (Bird & Wang, 2013). 
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Influential Leadership 

 Superintendents who are influential leaders are instrumental in making a 

difference beyond the school district.  To be an influential leader, superintendents 

understand, respond to, and influence the social, political, economic, legal, ethical, and 

cultural contexts impacting school districts (Northouse, 2016).  However, the influential 

superintendent does not lose focus of promoting the success of teaching and learning in 

the multiple contexts surrounding education.  The superintendents with influential 

leadership work directly with the board of education to clarify the district’s vision, 

mission, and goals to ensure the success of students.  At the same time, these 

superintendents understand the power of influence and achieve effective results by those 

individuals inside and outside the school district who choose to follow the superintendent 

because of the trust and confidence created (Northouse, 2016).  In times of crisis, 

superintendents with this leadership characteristic can influence others and generate 

support and trust even when the circumstances are difficult. 

The shutdown of schools due to the high risk of infection of students and staff 

during the COVID-19 pandemic began in March 2020 for most school districts and 

continued until the end of the 2019-2020 school year and even impacted summer school. 

During this timeframe, stakeholders of school districts look to superintendents for 

direction and information pertinent to the education of the students and safety of all.  A 

superintendent’s leadership before, during, and after a crisis will have a lasting impact on 

the perception of trust of stakeholders. 
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Servant Leadership 

 Servant leadership allows superintendents of school districts to place the interest 

of others above their own.  Through “empowerment, involvement, and collaboration,” 

servant leadership provides superintendents the ability to face unpredictable challenges 

posed by a crisis with “emotional intelligence” (Wheeler, 2012).  Emotional intelligence 

provides leaders with the ability to access the situation, circumstances, and genuine 

difficulties that students and staff are enduring due to a crisis and be able to make 

decisions that considers their welfare and safety (Garcia, 2006). Based on the servant 

skill, leaders “must act with deliberate calm” and humility to “strengthen relationships 

with individuals inside and outside the organization” (Garcia, 2006).  The uncertainty of 

what comes next during a crisis can create a foggy view ahead.  However, 

superintendents who are servant leaders have the confidence to continue to lead 

efficiently with a clear view ahead that serving others is their calling.  Blanchard et al. 

(2016) stated that as leaders, “You are called to be a good steward of your season of 

influence” (p.79).  Servant leadership refers to leading with humility through good and 

bad times.  As Kouzes and Posner (2017) underlined, “People perform better when they 

take charge of change” (p. 160).   As a servant leader, a superintendent’s role is to 

encourage ownership of change and innovation and influencing students, staff, parents, 

and community members.  Kouzes and Posner (2017) asserted that, “Trust comes first, 

following comes second” and “trust is not what’s in your head, it’s what’s in your heart” 

(p. 198).  Blanchard et al. (2016) added, “Leadership is primarily a heart issue. Within 

your heart lies the reason you do what you do; your heart is home to your intention and 

motivation. It is the seat of all desires; it is the essence of who we are” (p. 41).  District 



 

 

28 

 

school leaders should guard their hearts but also realize the hearts of others are the 

motors that move them to support school district initiatives.  Ultimately, having faith and 

a humble heart can also help superintendents lead with peace during the turbulent times 

of a crisis. 

Strategic Leadership 

 Superintendents who are strategic leaders make decisions based on a plan to 

ensure that steps taken align to the strategic vision of the district.  In times of crisis, 

strategic leadership helps keep the superintendent in focus on the goal and ensure the 

proper delegation of responsibilities.  Holcombe and Kezar (2017) maintained that 

leaders should “initially be responsible for identifying the impending crisis” and then 

“delegate leadership responsibilities to a network of multi-disciplinary teams or task 

forces that will have a significant role in the implementation of the crisis management 

strategy” (p. 14).  Gaining manifold perspectives through distributing leadership 

responsibilities is extremely valuable in a crisis when the team is empowered to 

contribute to the decision-making (Berjaoui & Karami-Akkary, 2019).  Through a shared 

leadership model, strategic leaders trust their teams to problem-solve and lead through 

the crisis without micromanaging their decisions (Sorensen & Stanton, 2013).  A strategic 

leader thinks, acts, and influences others strategically. 

Standards and Competencies of Superintendents 

The superintendent’s role during a crisis is of crucial importance to educational 

and instructional leadership as it directly impacts the public’s perception about the 

stability of the district, instruction provided to students, and the belief that, despite the 

chaos, business continues as usual.  While the licensure and educational requirements 
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vary depending on the state program, most require certain competencies in leadership and 

communications skills that are valuable in times of crisis.  In Texas, for example, the 

Texas Examinations of Educator Standards [TExES] (2018) outlines standards and 

competencies that “an entry-level superintendent or assistant superintendent in Texas 

public schools must possess” (TEA, 2018, p. 3).  The examination addresses three 

domains: (a) leadership of the educational community, (b) instructional leadership, and 

(c) administrative leadership. Within each domain, there are competencies to be 

demonstrated by examinees.  The two domains pertinent to communications include 

Domain 1 – Leadership of the Educational Community and Domain 2 – Instructional 

Leadership.  According to Domain I, an effective school district leader is expected to 

communicate and collaborate with families and community members, respond to diverse 

community needs and mobilize community resources to ensure educational success for 

all students (TEA, 2018).  An effective school district leader also knows how to respond 

to and influence the larger political and social context, including collaborating with the 

board of trustees, to achieve the district’s educational vision (TEA, 2018).  Under 

Domain II, a school district leader knows how to facilitate the planning and 

implementation of strategic plans and apply strategies to encourage staff, students, 

families, and the community to strive to achieve the district’s vision (TEA, 2018).  In 

times of crisis, the leadership competencies of a superintendent to communicate and 

influence the socio-political atmosphere while continuing to promote the strategic vision 

of the district in an ethical manner is necessary to effectively carry out the duties of a 

school district leader as a crisis ensues. 
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Domain I - Leadership of the Educational Community 

As the leader of the educational community, a superintendent is expected to meet 

certain educational standards and competencies to effectively impart a strategic message 

to stakeholders and carry out the vision of the district.   At all times, including during 

turbulent seasons, a superintendent should “communicate with families and community 

members” and “respond to and influence the larger political and social context, including 

working with the board of education” (TEA, 2018).  It is essential for superintendents to 

lead the educational community as effective communicators and socio-political 

influencers.  This is a necessary part of the superintendent’s duties, but it is especially 

critical during unsettling times such as a crisis, including a global pandemic. 

Competency 003: Communicator. Hill and Jochim (2017) remarked that “a 

superintendent must know their audience and be able to effectively tailor the message to a 

wide range of stakeholders” (p. 15).  A superintendent is expected to know how to 

“communicate and collaborate with families and community members, respond to diverse 

community interests and mobilize community resources to ensure educational success for 

all students” (TEA, 2018).  Communication is essential during a crisis.  Carr (2012) 

explained that “it is the leadership that must drive the vision of the change and how the 

change will impact the system” (p. 581).  Therefore, during a crisis, district leaders 

should “influence the media by using proactive communication strategies that serve to 

enhance and promote the district’s vision” (TEA, 2018). 

Competency 004: Influencer. As the top leader or CEO of a school district, the 

superintendent is expected to know “how to respond to and influence the larger political 

and social context, including work with the board of trustees, to achieve the district’s 
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educational vision” (TEA, 2018).  Carr (2012) illustrated that “superintendents have to 

navigate through treacherous waters with outside political forces that fight for power over 

the system and manipulate board members to obtain control” (p. 579).  Specifically, 

district leaders should “analyze and respond to political, social, economic, and cultural 

factors affecting students and education and “communicate and work effectively with 

board members in varied contexts, including problem-solving and decision-making” 

(TEA, 2018). During a crisis, the leader of the school district still has a crucial job to do.  

Weiss et al. (2014) emphasized: 

One of the most important and influential persons in the governance structure of 

the local school district is the superintendent of schools. As the CEO of the 

district, the superintendent’s crucial role is that of board liaison.  The 

superintendent is responsible for keeping the board informed, making 

recommendations regarding district operations, and setting the board agenda. 

(p.14) 

In navigating the politics of school districts, Melton et al. (2019) asserted that 

“superintendents must focus on the political realities that exist within and outside of their 

school districts” (p.5).  According to Goldman (2009), it is “leadership that sets the tone 

and the agenda.  Erratic, defiant and reckless behavior…reverberates throughout 

organizational culture” (p. 55).  Therefore, despite the crisis, a superintendent is expected 

to continue to lead and influence the socio-political context. 

Domain II: Instructional Leadership 
 
 School superintendents are also expected to “know how to facilitate the planning 

and implementation of strategic plans and apply knowledge of motivational theories and 
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strategies to encourage staff, students, families, and the community to strive to achieve 

the district’s vision” (TEA, 2018).  During a crisis, it is fundamental for superintendents 

to lead with a strategic plan and vision in clear focus. 

Competency 005: Strategic Plan. As Hilliard and Newsome (2013) pointed out, 

“It is essential to have a smart strategic plan that will address the direction in which the 

superintendent plans to take the school district with the support of the leadership team” 

(p. 355).  Strategic planning provides a proactive approach to the future of the school 

district and helps the superintendent shed light towards upcoming plans with stakeholders 

to help guide their vision towards a promising future.  The strategic plan gives a clear 

focus for solving major problems and is a communication avenue to share with all 

stakeholders what is important for the school district (Hilliard & Newsome, 2013, p. 

355).  Stakeholders in a school district need a plan to remain focused and committed and 

avoid being distracted by the political turmoil surrounding a crisis. 

Competency 006: Vision. Superintendents are expected to know to promote and 

motivate the community, parents, employees, and students to work together to strive to 

achieve the district’s vision.  As a result, “It is the leadership that must drive the vision of 

the change and how the change will impact the system as a whole” (Carr, 2012, p. 581).  

Hill and Jochim (2017) stated that leaders “should hold press conferences and give 

speeches on their priorities whenever possible” (p.15).  It is even more crucial for 

superintendents to do so on the verge of and during a crisis.  Despite the circumstances, 

superintendents should continue to distribute press releases, give speeches, and hold press 

conferences on the positive news surrounding the school district.  The district’s leader 

should reinforce the strategic priorities to ensure that the focus to help students succeed is 
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not lost in the public dialogue.  Controlling the narrative and ensuring that positive news 

is shared, even during difficult times, is reflective of exemplary school district leaders. 

Communication Systems and Practices 

The relationship between a public school district and its internal and external 

stakeholders is vital in shaping its image before, during, and after a crisis.  When a crisis 

occurs, school leaders have the central duty to address crises at two different levels.  

Wood (2015) noted that the mounting pressure for leaders is to manage operational and 

communication components of crises and minimize the damage at all levels.  The first 

level of the crisis at the strategic level entails management, while the second level of the 

crisis at the operational level involves the subordinates (Boin & Renaud, 2013).  A 

principal responsibility of the leader is to be diligent in the dissemination of information 

as gaps may materialize due to communication deficiencies between these two levels. 

Effective communication with employees, parents, students, and all other 

stakeholders is essential to gain confidence in school districts.  Ferguson et al. (2012) 

affirmed: 

Public crisis communication focuses on the verbal, visual and/or written 

interaction between the organization and its publics (sometimes directly and 

sometimes mediated through news media) before, during, and after the crisis 

event, and is designed to minimize damage to the reputation of the organization 

and to maintain stakeholder confidence.  

Information to internal audiences helps employees’ function within the organization, 

while information to external audiences “tells the story of how the district works and 

what it’s accomplishing” (Gunther et al., 2011, p. 40).  Generating confidence in times of 
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uncertainty is perhaps one of the most powerful approaches for school districts to connect 

with internal and external stakeholders. 

Internal Audiences 

 As internal stakeholders, school district employees play a crucial role during a 

crisis.  As the representative of the school district, employees can be the “trusted source 

of information for their friends, relatives, and communities” (Chandler, 2010, p. 230).  As 

a result, employees should be promptly informed about the crisis, what transpired, and 

kept up-to-date with the latest developments.  Even though district employees can serve 

as ambassadors of information for the schools, their credibility could be questioned due 

to their interest in the organization.  School public relations teams should provide fast and 

accurate messages to all internal stakeholders through email and other internal 

communication platforms. A guide with Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) could 

provide guidance to employees while the district ensures that the message is consistent 

and clear. 

The information provided and the manner that communication is disseminated 

with internal stakeholders during a crisis is important and can influence stakeholders.  

According to Bundy et al. (2017), how organizations communicate during a crisis can 

have a profound impact on employees’ attitudes toward the organization.  More 

importantly, organizational trust can be impacted depending on how leaders 

communicate (Koronis & Ponis, 2018).  During a crisis, stakeholders look at social norms 

to determine how to respond to the circumstances (Harvey & Haines, 2005).  As a result, 

during a health crisis, communication with internal audiences should align to the 

guidelines of health and safety experts and authorities (Cialdini et al., 1990).  During the 
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COVID-19 pandemic, employees expect for their organization to be transparent and 

disclose the government’s requirements regarding safety (Nguyen, 2020).  The 

information disseminated by other entities, such as health and government agencies, 

contributes to the employee’s perception about the social norms (Nguyen, 2020).  

Descriptive norms refer to social norms based on what others commonly do, and 

injunctive norms refer to what others frequently approve or disapprove (Cialdini et al., 

1990).  Nolan (2017) added that people tend to follow what is believed to be the 

descriptive or social norm, which influences individuals implicitly or explicitly by 

reminding them of the social values of society.  During the coronavirus pandemic, the 

Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and other health agencies provided consistent 

messaging regarding the use of face masks and social distancing measures (CDC, 2020).   

As a result, CDC guidelines became the norm for workplace safety and health as 

preventative measures to follow against COVID-19 (Czeisler et al., 2020).  According to 

Czeisler et al. (2020), employees in organizations that do not follow CDC guidelines “are 

more likely to resent management for not doing everything they could to protect those 

who work there from the spread of the virus, and, in turn, become less positive about 

their safety.” 

On the other hand, employees perceive CDC guidelines regarding personal 

hygiene and restrictions on interaction in social areas as effective social norms because 

data showed a decrease in outbreaks in places where these safeguard measures were 

followed (Czeisler et al., 2020).  During the global pandemic, employees paid close 

attention to the information provided by their supervisors regarding the social norms to 

determine if they followed the CDC safety guidelines or ignored the CDC 
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recommendations.  The supervisor’s decision to abide or not by the health experts’ 

recommendations can have a crucial impact on the organizational trust. 

A supervisor’s messaging in response to a crisis has implications on the 

organizational trust: 1) employees’ trust in the organization influences important 

attitudes, including organizational commitment, citizenship behaviors, job satisfaction, 

and turnover intentions, and 2) supervisors have an impact on employees’ organizational 

trust (Tourigny et al., 2019).  According to Morrow (2011), employees will have lower 

negative affective reactions toward an organization that is aligned with social norms, 

which in turn influence how much trust is placed in the organization.  Rousseau et al. 

(1998) defined trust as “a psychological state that comprises the intention to accept 

vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” 

(p. 395).  Wildman et al. (2012) claim that trust can manifest in reference to different 

targets, such as employees, supervisors, and organizations. In addition, trust is a 

significant predictor of the employee’s commitment to an organization (Wildman et al., 

2012).   Also, employees will assert greater support toward the organization if they 

perceive that their supervisors care about their well-being in their communication and 

would provide “sympathetic understanding and material aid” during a crisis (Eisenberger 

& Stinglhamber, 2011, p. 58). 

The angle of a supervisor’s message, whether it is employee-focused or business-

focused, also influences the employee’s trust toward an organization. Kurtessis et al. 

(2017) asserted that leaders who demonstrate concern for the well-being of their 

employees received more positive responses from the employees than those leaders who 

were more focused on the business.  During a crisis, employees are in greater need of 
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support and comfort from their organization.  If an organization is business-focused 

during a crisis, it “may give employees the impression that the organization devotes itself 

to business goals at the sacrifice of employees’ safety and health” (Eisenberger & 

Stinglhamber, 2011, p. 3).  Therefore, during a crisis, employee-focused communication 

can “embody an organization’s determination to support and protect employees in a time 

of danger and uncertainty,” generating support and trust by the employee toward the 

organization (Kurtessis et al., 2017, p. 10).  Robinson and Wolfe Morrison (2000) argue 

that business-focused messaging from supervisors can be “considered as a psychological 

contract breach, as the message reflects the organization’s profitability-driven mindset” 

(p. 5).  As a result, business-focused communication may “trigger employee’s anger, 

whereas an employee-focused messages appeases employees’ anger” (Ford et al., 2017, 

p. 3). 

The global pandemic generated fear for many as it infected millions of people and 

caused numerous deaths.  Employees were not spared from the COVID-19 threat to their 

health, safety, or even lives. Therefore, the messaging from supervisors to their 

employees during the global pandemic was crucial.  A message that focused on the 

organization indicated to employees that they needed to devote their efforts and time to 

their work to focus on the goals of the organization.  Nevertheless, this message implied 

that the organization’s “profitability goals should take precedence over employees’ well-

being,” which resulted in employees “generating the emotion of fear due to the perceived 

threat and danger” (Lebel, 2016, p. 11).  During the COVID-19 outbreak, a business-

focused message disregards the expectations from employees that the organization should 

be concerned for their health and safety.  On the contrary, a district’s leader messaging 
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with internal stakeholders that is focused on employees sets a tone that their safety and 

health is a priority to the school district, which helps alleviate any fear of a health crisis 

and indirectly also improves employee performance. 

Internal stakeholders in a school district have certain expectations from their 

employer during a crisis.  Specifically, employees expect leaders to prioritize safety and 

health when a public health crisis is ensuing (Kurtessis et al., 2017).  Wang et al. (2020) 

affirmed that employees understand if supervisors make mistakes or errors during the 

COVID-19 pandemic because it “goes beyond the scope of typical situations and error 

occurrence is a circumstance out the ordinary” (p. 4).  Employees elicit gratitude when 

their supervisors are transparent and clearly communicate what transpires during a crisis, 

even if it involves errors made by the organization (Wang et al., 2020).  However, when 

the supervisor fails to disclose pertinent information during the crisis and highlights the 

organization’s profitability and not the employee’s interests, this might not create 

gratitude and support by the employee (Wang et al., 2020). 

 In times of uncertainty, trust is particularly valued, especially due to the 

vulnerability of employees. Trust in an organization is highly influenced by the 

behaviors, actions, and communication from leaders (DeConick, 2010).  From natural 

disasters to global pandemics, crises can induce changes in attitude, social behavior, and 

economic performance (Wang et al., 2020).  Mazzei and Ravazzani (2015) found that 

internal communication strategies influence the perception of trust by employees 

significantly. Therefore, employing efficient communication strategies when connecting 

with internal audiences can help promote and preserve trust.  The foundation of effective 

communication between the supervisor and their employees will contribute to the overall 
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trust and support as communication affects people’s perceptions and reactions to a crisis 

(Geertshuis et al., 2015).  The relationship between the leader and the employee is a 

crucial piece in the recovery stage of a crisis, while perceptions and reactions of 

employees after a crisis are just as important (Geertshuis et al., 2015).  Leadership 

engagement with employees and its effectiveness depends on communication (Khan et 

al., 2013).  Khan et al. (2013) concluded that the effectiveness of the “leader-employee 

engagement after a crisis event determines the success of the recovery and poor 

communication can contribute to increased downtime and loss of revenue, interfere with 

the retention of key employees, and impede the recovery process.”  Dunn and Eble 

(2015) warned that during a crisis, the messaging of leaders or their position of power 

should not marginalize or silence communications with internal audiences.  On the 

contrary, Dunn and Eble (2015) suggested that crisis communication should not center on 

the company to the exclusion of employees and the community but create an approach 

that considers all audiences to amend that imbalance. 

Maintaining high morale of employees matters and is vital for the recovery phase 

after a crisis (Cowart, 2014).  Leaders have the responsibility to engage their employees 

in a way conducive to fostering good relationships before, during, and after a crisis (Khan 

et al., 2013).  Cowart (2014) affirmed that employee morale and retention are 

“interdependent on leader–employee engagement but for leaders to understand what is in 

the hearts and minds of their employees during times of crisis requires communication” 

(p. 10).  As a result, as Cowart (2014) emphasized, leaders who select the proper 

communication channels can motivate employees to support the recovery process after a 

crisis.  Leaders in school districts should avoid the engagement cliff when they fail to 
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communicate or engage with their employees because the work environment seems 

normal (Cowart, 2014).  On the contrary, studies have found that leaders should “pay 

attention, greet, and engage employees before a crisis if they want to maintain employee 

engagement when a crisis occurs” (Cowart, 2014, p. 5).  Communication is a major part 

of employee morale and retention if leaders engage employees as part of their corporate 

social responsibility (Slack et al., 2015). 

The emotions of employees correlate to the effectiveness of work teams in crises 

(Kaplan et al., 2013).  During a crisis, when negative emotions are present, the 

effectiveness of the team subsides; in contrast, when no crisis is present, team members 

have a positive emotional effect and are effective in the workplace (Kaplan et al., 2013).  

Therefore, good leader-employee engagement, which consists of constant and transparent 

communication, contributes to creating positive emotions in employees, including 

reassurance and confidence, and effectiveness in crisis (Kaplan et al., 2013).  Overall, 

positive emotions help foster the agility in teams to handle a crisis (King, 2002). 

 Brand Touchpoints. Internal audiences in school districts are also considered the 

brand touchpoints of the institution.  As such, “faculty and staff contribute to the brand 

experience” of the school district and serve as ambassadors of communication and help 

with relationship building among internal and external members (Dholakia & Acciardo, 

2014, p. 149).  All internal audiences in a school district, including the superintendent, 

cabinet, area superintendents, principals, teachers, office staff, bus drivers, custodians, 

and more, should work toward the same goal and share uniform messaging even in times 

of crisis.  Equipping internal stakeholders with information during a crisis helps them 

commit to contributing to the branding efforts while favorably increasing the brand even 
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during difficult times (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014).  All school personnel contribute to 

creating the institution’s environment and are considered storytellers of the school 

district.  The perspectives of internal stakeholders in a school district have a great impact 

on institutional branding (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014). Understanding the mission and 

values of an organization help internal audiences communicate a unified vision (Williams 

& Omar, 2014).  Despite their unique characteristics and demographics, school districts 

across the country share the following common challenge in crises: maintaining favorable 

public perception and communicating the prioritization of safety of students and staff 

during a threat (Ruck & Welch, 2012).  School leaders should use strategic 

communication in times of crisis to ensure that the brand that was created continues to 

have a strong impact on the image of the district in a favorable way.  Research shows that 

providing information to the internal audiences to help communicate the mission and 

values of the school district to community members and external audiences can “have 

positive results, gaining and retaining students, fostering relationships with community 

organizations and lawmakers, and nurturing the school culture” (Williams & Omar, 

2014). 

Superintendents should be mindful that communication takes place at all times 

through different ways and remember that “you can never not communicate.  Whether it 

is through your lapel pin or wearing purple to a football game, and how you position your 

desk… how you greet people, you are always communicating” (Dholakia & Acciardo, 

2014).  As Ruck & Welch (2011) elaborated, brand creation in school districts can impact 

perceptions and move both internal and external stakeholders towards a common goal.  

School district logos and colors create an image or symbol to describe the institution but 
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communicating the essence of the school district by featuring the “who we are and what 

we do here” draws people together within a common narrative (Dholakia & Acciardo, 

2014).  Branding is particularly important when a crisis occurs, as any contrasting 

messaging can create chaos or panic and hurt the perception and the branding of the 

school district. 

External Audiences 

 Communicating with external stakeholders during and after a crisis is also 

imperative for school districts.  When communicating a crisis, districts should have 

notification protocols in place, prepare messages in advance, keep messages simple but 

accurate, and ensure to monitor the conversations.  Chandler (2010) posited the 

importance of two-way communication:  

Successful communication relies on ‘listening’ as much as ‘talking’.  Focus on 

tools and processes that increase or confirm the readiness for success and those 

that can mitigate crisis impact, position people and resources to maximize safety, 

operational continuity, and successful management (p. 3).   

It is also imperative for school districts to choose words carefully when providing 

notifications because words can make stakeholders either “motivated to act competently 

and appropriately or frighten them and create undue stress, confusion, and dysfunction” 

(Chandler, 2010, p. 5).  A crisis, such as a global pandemic, can negatively impact the 

reputation of a public school district with stakeholders. The reputation of an organization 

is a “valuable organizational asset which is vulnerable to be damaged during a crisis” 

(Snoeijers et al., 2014, p. 20) and can impact stakeholders.  As Akram (2017) warned, “A 

crisis affects stakeholders and also shapes the perception of organizations and ultimately 
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also affects potential interactions with these organizations” (p. 125).  Coombs (2007) 

emphasized, “Crisis can also affect stakeholders and influence the way stakeholders 

perceive organizational reputations” (p. 30). 

School Districts Communication Platforms 

 School districts utilize both traditional and non-traditional platforms to  
 
communicate with stakeholders. 
 
Traditional Platforms (Electronic and Print) 

 School districts use traditional communication platforms to communicate with 

their stakeholders that include electronic and print media.  Electronic communication 

includes the dissemination of information or messages through email blasts, district 

websites, schools’ websites, mass text and call notifications, electronic newsletters, news 

blogs, and more.  The print communication includes mailers, newsletters, flyers, and 

other collateral that can be printed to distribute to stakeholders. 

Non-Traditional (Social Media) 

 Almost instantly with the touch of a button, news can spread across the world and 

reach millions of people.  In the digital era, social media networks provide a wide-array 

of platforms for multiple audiences to communicate and connect on different issues.  

However, school districts also utilize social media platforms to reach different audiences 

and disseminate pertinent information at no cost.  Parents, students, staff, and community 

stakeholders also utilize social media to share ideas, information, and points of view.  

 While social media is a valuable tool to engage with stakeholders, it is also a 

doubled-edge sword that can propagate negative news within seconds. A single post of 

negative news on social media can produce long-term damage to the reputation of the 
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school district and its ability to educate students.  Social media allows for those negative 

stories to live for a long time on electronic platforms and be easily and instantaneously 

shared with dozens, hundreds, or even thousands of individuals, including a school 

district’s stakeholders.  As Stephens and Malone (2009) attested, “Social media sites 

provide a virtual space for people to bond across geographic boundaries and share 

information after devastating events, which satisfies people's emotional needs in a crisis” 

(p. 10).  School districts utilize different social media networks, including Instagram, 

Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat and more, to connect with audiences.  In addition to social 

media, school districts also utilize news media to communicate with stakeholders.  

School leaders can coordinate press conferences and distribute press releases to make 

announcements of initiatives or other programs as well as to generate media coverage. 

Communication Platforms in Times of Crisis 

 Communication with stakeholders is imperative in times of crisis for 

superintendents and school district leaders.  Edmondson (2020) emphasizes that leaders 

“should communicate clearly and frequently with all stakeholders before, during, and 

after a crisis” (p.3).  The message itself communicated by leaders is just as crucial as the 

means utilized to deliver it.  Robbins and Judge (2018) indicated that during a crisis 

“more than one communication channel should be used” to distribute the significant 

information by leaders with their communities (p. 5). 

 During the coronavirus pandemic, when students and staff from school districts 

were quarantined at home, face-to-face communication was unable to occur because of 

physical distancing requirements.  Finding the most appropriate communication tool to 

connect with stakeholders varied depending on the crisis.  During Hurricane Harvey in 
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2017, leaders at Tulane University utilized social media, technology apps, and messaging 

tools to communicate with staff and students to build trust and create a sense of 

community (Cowen, 2020).  Utilizing technology is crucial since “video conferencing 

and messaging tools and apps, as well as social media, play a big role in bringing a 

campus closer together in times like these” (Cowen, 2020, p. 20). 

 Clarity and consistency in messaging with internal and external audiences are 

fundamental in the midst of a crisis.  District leaders should not relay mixed messages 

that can generate lack of trust or confusion among staff or students.  In 2017, a review of 

Rice University’s messaging after Hurricane Harvey showed that the “communication 

was unclear and lacked uniformity” (Field, 2020, p. 4).  As a result, during the 

coronavirus pandemic in 2020, the same university “is crafting its messages centrally, to 

ensure consistency, while customizing them to specific audiences” (Field, 2020, p. 4). 

When a crisis occurs, in most cases, one of the first places that school district 

stakeholders turn to for information is social media.  Mazer et al. (2015) analyzed the role 

that social media plays in shaping public perception, not during a global pandemic, but 

during active shooter incidents in P-12 schools.  The study analyzed thousands of posts 

on social media platforms during two active shooter incidents in different school districts.  

The results showed that messaging on social media involving school district’s 

stakeholders does spike during and after a crisis, including the frequency and 

misinformation posted.  Thus, communications departments and other school public 

relations experts should utilize social media during and after a crisis, such as pandemic, 

while closely monitoring the messages posted on social media regarding their school 

district’s related news. 
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Regardless of size, public school districts need to respond rapidly and effectively 

in times of crisis.  The multiple case study, Communication and collaboration during 

natural disasters: The lessons learned from past experience, provides different situations 

that transpired at different public school districts when wildfires spread rapidly through 

the county.  One of the crucial components of ensuring the safety of the students and staff 

of the different public school districts in the vicinity was communication.  Due to the 

“unpredictability of the wildfires, school districts needed the capacity to make quick 

decisions if a shift in wind direction sent the fire toward a new area” (U.S. Dept. of 

Education, 2008, p. 23).  One of the case studies presented focused on the response of 

one elementary school district that kept schools open even though the threat of wildfires 

was swiftly approaching.  Administrators utilized a mass notification system to call and 

notify the 675 parents to immediately pick up their children from the school, as the crisis 

was imminent.  The primary lesson learned in the case study was the “district’s mass 

communication system was invaluable in providing parents with updates as to the status 

of the schools and where students would be transported to if an evacuation occurred 

before their parents could reach them” (U.S. Depart. of Education, 2008, p. 24). 

Similarly, during a pandemic, when schools provide face-to-face instruction and a 

COVID-19 case is identified in an individual at the campus, administrators could utilize 

mass communication systems to notify parents about any school updates, including 

closure, deep cleaning, sanitation, and if necessary, the need to promptly pick up their 

children from school. 

 During the COVID-19 pandemic when physical distancing was mandated and 

lockdown was in place, people turned to digital communications to replace in-person 
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interaction (Nguyen et al., 2020).  In the early months of the global crisis, there was an 

upsurge in the use of social media, video chat, instant messaging, and other methods of 

digital communication by individuals to connect to make-up for the lack of in-person 

interactions (Nguyen et al., 2020).  Individuals who adapted to transitioning their daily 

lives and activities of work, school, healthcare, and communication with friends and 

family to digital means were more successful in being able to fare better the public health 

crisis (Beaunoyer et al., 2020).   However, the sudden disturbance of the pandemic took 

many by surprise as “not everyone had equally prepared or disposed to increasing digital 

communications while engaging in physical distancing” in addition to the pre-existing 

“inequities in Internet access, skills, and uses that preceded the COVID-19 pandemic” 

(Robinson et al., 2020, p. 5). Nevertheless, even for individuals with digital access, the 

various habits of use which consisted of using the web for entertainment versus 

information or social support also meant that not everyone benefitted the same from 

digital avenues available to connect during the crisis (Beaunoyer et al., 2020). 

 Some factors that influenced the disparities in digital communication during the 

pandemic include not only access, but also skills in technology use.  DiMaggio et al. 

(2004) argued that the benefit of digital technology is based “not only on quality, 

dependable, and autonomous access to the Internet, but also on who has the skills to use 

digital technologies and toward what ends they use such technologies” (p. 4).  According 

to Anderson (2019), approximately more than a “quarter of Americans do not have access 

to broadband Internet at home, and almost one-fifth do not own a smartphone.”  The 

numbers are even higher among individuals with scarce resources, racial minorities, or 

those living in rural areas (Perrin & Turner, 2019).  A study by Anderson and Perrin 
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(2017) also found that one quarter of older adults do not use the Internet.  As a result, 

lower-income and minority individuals in the United States are more dependent on their 

smartphones for Internet access in lieu of Internet access at home (Pew Research Center, 

2018). 

 The lack of stable income in combination with a dependency on budget devices 

and service plans contributes to more likely disruptions in smartphone use for many 

lower-income and minority groups (Gonzales, 2016).  As a result, libraries and 

community centers where free Internet is available for the public become sites of 

preference by many minorities or lower income groups looking for public options for 

Internet access (Dailey et al., 2010).  An unforeseen situation that occurred was the 

closure of libraries, community centers, and other public places where Internet was 

provided for free during the pandemic resulting in the struggle for low income and 

minority groups to “keep up with the increased utility of digital communication for 

maintaining relationships and finding information and support” during the crisis (van 

Deursen, 2020, p. 2).  In addition to the access of digital technology, adequate skills and 

knowledge in digital media use are imperative to reap the benefits of virtual 

communication (DiMaggio et al., 2004).  According to Hargittai and Mitchell (2019), 

“Less digitally-literate people face challenges in adopting novel digital communication 

methods, which may be further exacerbated when adoption must occur at a rapid pace,” 

like the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic (p. 15). 

 The use of digital communication over social media resulted in significant 

increase during the pandemic.  According to Hargittai and Litt (2011), even if minorities 

have less Internet access and use, African Americans and Hispanics use social media at 
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equal or greater rates than Anglo Americans.  During the pandemic lockdown, the use of 

social media was significant in sharing information and providing support with family, 

friends, and coworkers.  The Harris Poll (2020) found that “65% of parents had increased 

their social media use during the pandemic, compared to 40% of households without 

children” (p. 1).  One reason for the substantial increase in digital communication use 

among parents and guardians of children was to keep connected to schools for remote 

learning.  Nguyen et al. (2020) explored how changes in digital communication during 

the pandemic impacted the use and communication strategies.  Specifically, the study 

analyzed how the following digital communication methods, voice calls, video calls, text 

messages, email, social media, and online games, had been utilized as a communication 

means to connect with friends and family not living in the same household during the 

pandemic.  The results showed that individuals increased their digital communication in 

all the areas during COVID-19 with text messages, voice calls, and social media in the 

lead, with an increase in use of 41%, 35%, and 33% respectively (Nguyen et al., 2020, p. 

5).  The study also found that due to digital inequities not everyone will be able to take-

up digital communication equally during a crisis even if digital communication provides 

a method of replacing in-person interactions and enhancing safety during the disease 

outbreak (Nguyen et al., 2020, p. 9).  Furthermore, “inequities emerging between people 

who are more and less privileged in their social media status and Internet skills and 

experiences” will make an impact during a crisis (Nguyen et al., 2020, p. 9).  The results 

were in line with previous studies on race and technology use by the Pew Research 

Center (2019) and the study from Campos-Castillo and Laestadius (2020) during the 

pandemic that social media is the “exception in terms of the disparities” that emerged 
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between certain minority groups, including African-Americans.  Also, Native Americans 

increased their communication over social media during the COVID-19 pandemic (Pew 

Research Center, 2018, p. 10).  As a result, social media is a unique platform for 

“retaining communication and information sharing with minority groups who are 

otherwise disadvantaged in their Internet access and use” (p. 8). 

According to the Pew Research Center, increase in the use of digital 

communication among people with greater existing socioeconomic and digital privilege 

and younger people with higher income and education (p. 12).  On the other end, people 

who decreased their digital communication during the pandemic had previously relied on 

public places of free Internet access that had to close due to the pandemic (Cowen, 2020).  

In addition, individuals who needed digital support from family or friends or used the 

internet from the workplace access had decreased their use of digital communication 

when the support sources were less accessible (Seifert et al., p. 8).  Research suggests that 

several ways that can help mitigate inequalities during a public health crisis is to improve 

public access to the Internet, enhance technology skills among the disadvantaged 

populations, and improve the infrastructure for remote digital support (Beaunoyet et al., 

2020; Seifert et al., 2020). 

The crisis of COVID-19 and the contextual experiences of individuals, including 

their living arrangements, are crucial in understanding the communication patterns in 

times of crisis.  The pandemic presented new barriers that impacted how digital media 

was utilized when individuals, either living alone or with family, had to physically-

distance from the rest of the world.  Individuals living alone and being quarantined at 

home during the pandemic increased their digital communication to the use of video 
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calls, which suggests that by being able to see someone else virtually, even if not 

physically, was a way to make-up for the loss of interactions face-to-face (Nguyen et al, 

2020).  On the other hand, individuals living with children, primarily parents or 

guardians, increased their use of voice calls, video calls, social media, and online games, 

which could explain the transition to homeschooling and connecting with friends and 

family at home.  As Nguyen et al. (2020) stated, “Social media and online games may 

have been a leisure activity and source of relaxation for caregivers and their children 

during lockdown” (p. 3). 

Parker et al. (2020) also points out that millions of working Americans shifted to 

working from home virtually and relied heavily on digital means for communication 

including video calls, through digital platforms such as Teams and Zoom (p. 2).  Pew 

Research Center found that one-third of Americans working from home expressed to be 

“worn out” by the time spent on telework calls (Parker et al., 2020).  The overuse of 

digital telecommunication method such as the “Zoom fatigue” could have a lasting 

impact on the productivity of employees and well-being (Nguyen, 2020). 

Public school districts are diligent in planning for academics but should also 

devote the same or higher meticulousness to plan for crisis communication.  Not only can 

a lack of preparedness in this area lead to added stress for school administrators. but it 

can also have a lasting impact on students, parents, staff, and stakeholders.  Additionally, 

the negative effects of a crisis can “challenge the school district’s ability to recover” 

(Zheng et al., 2018, p. 5).  Seeger et al. (2001) determined, “Communication is the most 

important element in crisis management” (p. 381). 
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According to Chandler (2010), there are six major phases in every crisis: (a) 

warning, (b) risk assessment, (c) response, (d) management, (e) resolution, and (f) 

recovery.  School districts should ensure that they communicate with stakeholders in 

some form during each phase to provide guidance and assurance.  Nwogwugwu (2015) 

examined in the study, Influence of crisis communication strategies on stakeholders’ 

perception of organizational reputation: A review of research trends, examined the 

impact that a crisis has on the image of an organization.  Specifically, the study focused 

on understanding how stakeholders react and are affected when an organization 

undergoes a crisis, and its reputation is on the line.  The authors employed a content 

analysis approach to determine the research trends employed in similar situations. The 

main research approach utilized in similar contexts was a mixed method with qualitative 

and quantitative design.  However, the analysis provided different examples of crisis 

communication research in similar studies, many with a focus on qualitative experimental 

design.  An and Cheng (2010) explained qualitative research is instrumental in crisis 

communication as “large number of case studies employed qualitative content analysis 

and in-depth interviews” and “since crisis are largely contingent on many situational 

factors, case study offered a more direct and convenient approach to examine the context 

of crisis” (p. 133).  Also, a qualitative study with a multi-case study approach offers the 

“prospect of new insights into the connections between pertinent variables” (Huang, 

2006, p.186).  The conclusion and analysis of the article determined that “stakeholders 

are recognized as an integral part of the crisis communication discourse” since a crisis 

“can also affect stakeholders and influence the way stakeholders perceive organizational 

reputations” (Coombs, 2007, p.165).  The aim of communication during a crisis is to 
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“influence the public perception of the organization and to maintain a positive image or 

restore a damaged image among stakeholders” (Stephens & Malone, 2009, p. 395).  

Therefore, public school districts should have an effective crisis communication plan 

with a clear strategy of management “from the beginning of the crisis until at the end of 

the crisis because every cycle can be influenced and can be recurring in the future” 

(Kadarova et al., 2014). 

Power of the Press During a Crisis 

While diverse dynamics influence public perception during the closure of a school 

district due to a pandemic, the news media is a key influencer in controlling the narrative 

and shaping the message in a negative or positive form.  Liles (2017) argued in a study of 

stakeholder voices during a crisis that media reports shaped public perception and 

“contributed to the overall despondent review of the school that was often heard 

throughout the community” (p. 120).  Bierbaum (2018) analyzed the role that media 

plays in shaping public perception, not during a global pandemic, but during a public 

school closure and found that as the gatekeeper of information, media “serve as the 

shaper or mirror of public opinion” (p. 4).  While the closure of public schools generally 

sparks media interest at the local, state, and even national level, the study evaluates how 

media coverage, specifically through newspaper framings, can directly affect public 

perception and questions the extent that media fulfills their democratic functions. 

According to Bierbaum (2018), understanding the impact and influence of news 

media in shaping public perception is crucial in the education sector. Media savvy school 

leaders carefully craft the message when a controversial issue impacts the district to 

ensure they generate public support and minimize negative coverage.  Media does serve 
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as a watchdog and continue to hold school leaders accountable to be more transparent 

before, during, and after a controversial issue of public opinion, like a public school 

closure during a crisis, such as pandemic.  As Bierbaum (2018) argued, “examining 

media coverage can reveal the multiple and sometimes competing discourses of 

education reform that circulate in the public realm” (p. 2).  As a result, this dialogue not 

only shapes public perception, but also influences how different voices are amplified in 

the public arena, including the powerful media voice in shaping public opinion. 

To slow down and, in some cases, even halt the negative dissemination of 

information, swift communications with media during a crisis is necessary.  Holladay 

(2012) highlighted that “media will search for alternate sources of information when 

organizational representatives are unavailable; and quick responses, especially within the 

first 24-hours, shapes the organization’s public image and affects subsequent 

communication” (p. 3).  Furthermore, a critical factor during a crisis is the time element.  

Kessadayurat (2011) asserted, “When a crisis occurs, the availability and efficacy of an 

organization’s response is needed” and the school district should “provide a complete and 

honest explanation of the crisis to media in time so that it will not create additional threat 

and uncertainty that damages the organization’s credibility and image” (p. 10). Thus, 

media plays a significant role in shaping the image of the school district and 

stakeholders’ perceptions in the wake of a crisis. 

Crisis 

Defining a crisis requires understanding that a vast variety of situations can arise 

at any given moment resulting in a short-term or lasting impact.  “The essence of a crisis 

is found in the deep uncertainty that comes with a forced departure from the known past 
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to one of the many possible alterative futures” (Rosenthal et al., 2001, p. 20).  A crisis not 

only disrupts what has occurred or traditionally been established in an organization, but at 

the same time it opens doors to new world of possibilities.  Murphy (1996) emphasized, 

crises may “permanently redefine an organization in a new and unexpected light that 

changes an organization’s culture and business” (p. 2). 

Multiple definitions of a crisis are offered in the literature. Following are a series 

of definitions of crisis offered by a sample of ten authors: Weick (1998) offers “Low 

probability, high-consequence events that threaten the most fundamental goals of an 

organization” (p. 305).  Pauchant and Mitroff (1992) submitted, “A disruption that 

physically affects a system as a whole and threatens its basic assumptions, its subjective 

sense of self, and its existential core” (p. 15). Coombs and Holliday (1996) suggested, “A 

crisis is a threat that reflects the possibility to do reputational damage to an organization” 

(p. 280). Fearn-Banks (1996) defined crisis as “Major occurrence with a potentially 

negative outcome that may affect an organization and its publics, products, services, and 

reputation” (p. 10).  According to Rosenthal et al. (2001), “The essence of a crisis is 

found in the deep uncertainty that comes with a forced departure from the known past to 

one of the many possible alternatives futures” (p. 20).  The U. S. Department of 

Education (2007) suggested, “A crisis is a situation where schools could be faced with 

inadequate information, not enough time, and insufficient resources, but in which leaders 

must make one or many crucial decisions” (p. 2). Zahran et al. (2013) submitted, “A 

crisis is an event that affects multiple areas of our lives, disrupts communication, and can 

cause death” (p. 2). Kerr (2009) offered: 
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A temporary event or condition that affects a school, causing individuals to 

experience fear, helplessness, shock, and/or horror.  A school crisis requires 

extraordinary actions to restore a sense of psychological and physical security. 

The origin of a crisis need not be school-based, outside incidents and conditions 

can create a crisis for a school. (p. 1) 

There is one element that the multiple definitions of crisis have in common: the 

need for change brought forth by the crisis.  Coombs (2007) explained: 

Sudden and unexpected event threatens to disrupt an organization's operations and 

poses both a financial and a reputational threat. Crises can harm stakeholders 

physically, emotionally, and/or financially.  A wide array of stakeholders is 

adversely affected by a crisis, including community members, employees, 

customers, suppliers, and stockholders. (p. 4). 

As a result, when a crisis occurs, decisions must be made to balance both the impact to 

the organization and the information disseminated to ensure proper and accurate 

notifications are provided.  Therefore, in the school district setting, the decisions made by 

leaders during a crisis are crucial to provide a sense of normalcy, while prioritizing the 

safety and wellbeing of students, staff, parents, and stakeholders. 

Public school districts that serve students from K-12 grades are impacted by a 

wide variety of crises.  These educational institutions serve their local communities and 

as such, focus primarily on the students, who are the most vulnerable and can be directly 

or indirectly impacted by the crisis, for crisis management planning.  The various 

definitions found in literature describe a “school crisis as a sudden, uncontrollable, and 

negative event” that can potentially impact the entire school community (Brock et al., 
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2008).  Coombs (2007) warns that crises alter the way in which schools’ function and 

threatens the safety and stability of the student and staff population.  The impact of a 

crisis in a school community can include physical and emotional distress that can result in 

significant declines in academic achievement, school performance, and mental health 

functioning in affected students and personnel (Chibbaro & Jackson, 2006). Therefore, 

mitigating these potential outcomes through crisis planning and management is 

exceedingly crucial. 

Types of Crises 

 In 2007, the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Safe and Drug-Free 

Schools published Practical Information on Crisis Planning: A Guide for Schools and 

Communities.  Its introduction included the following, 

Natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes, fires, and tornadoes can strike a 

community with little or no warning. An influenza pandemic, or other infectious 

disease, can spread from person-to-person causing serious illness across the 

country, or around the globe, in a very short time. School shootings, threatened or 

actual, are extremely rare but are horrific and chilling when they occur. The 

harrowing events of September 11 and subsequent anthrax scares have ushered in 

a new age of terrorism. Communities across the country are struggling to 

understand and avert acts of terror. (U. S. Dept. of Education, 2007, p. 1-2) 

School districts need to be ready to handle crisis. The publication, Practical Information 

on Crisis Planning: A Guide for Schools and Communities, is situated in research to 

discover quantifiable best practices that included extensive interviews with individuals 

“who experienced crisis in a school firsthand” as well as a multidisciplinary panel of 
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experts (U. S. Dept. of Education, 2007, p. 1-4). This process was guided by the 

definition of crises as found in Webster’s Ninth Collegiate Dictionary: “an unstable or 

crucial time or state of affairs in which a decisive change is impending, especially one 

with the distinct possibility of a highly undesirable outcome” (U. S. Dept. of Education, 

2007, p. 1-5). 

There are multiple crises that can impact public school districts varying from 

small scale situations to substantial and large scale emergency events.  According to 

Brock et al. (2008), the possible crises that can impact schools and public districts can 

include the following events: 

• Natural disasters, such as hurricanes, earthquakes, tornados, and floods 

• Violent or unexpected death, such as suicide, fatal accident, and domestic 

violence 

• Threatened death or injury, such as assault, kidnapping, suicide attempt, 

campus intruder 

• Severe injury or illness, such as life‐threatening illnesses 

• Mass school shootings. 

Federal agencies published crisis planning or emergency management guides, such as the 

aforementioned Practical Information on Crisis Planning: A Guide for Schools and 

Communities (DOJ, 2013).  In response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the 

Homeland Security Act of 2002 was promulgated (Title 6, United States Code, §101, et. 

seq.), creating the Department of Homeland Security, and subsequently, publishing its 

first edition of National Emergency Communications Plan (NECP, 2002). During the 

same period, in 2003, the Ready campaign was initiated.  Commonly referred to as 
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ready.gov, Ready is a national public service campaign “designed to educate and 

empower the American people to prepare for, respond to and mitigate emergencies, 

including natural and man-made disasters” (Ready, About Us section, first paragraph).  

Each of these sources includes a list of hazards, crises, caused by nature and by people, 

such as fire; explosion; hazardous materials spill or release; terrorism; workplace 

violence; pandemic disease; utility outage; mechanical breakdown; supplier failure; and 

cyber-attack (Ready, risk-assessment section, 2021). Practical Information on Crisis 

Planning: A Guide for Schools and Communities lists the following events and hazards: 

natural disasters (earthquake, tornado, hurricane, flood), severe weather, fires, chemical 

or hazardous material spills, bus crashes, school shootings, bomb threats, medical 

emergencies, student or staff deaths (suicide, homicide, unintentional, or natural), acts of 

terror or war, outbreaks of disease or infections (U. S. Dept. of Education, 2007, p. 1-5). 

Crises range in scope and intensity and directly or indirectly affect a single person or 

impact an entire community, and the most recent lists include disease and pandemic or 

infections. 

Crisis Planning 

Crisis planning in public school districts should be a continuous and diligent 

process as leaders should be prepared for the unexpected.  From federal to local 

governments to public school districts, preparing for a crisis and defining the duties and 

expectations of what information should be disseminated should be part of the strategic 

plan of the entity.  The federal government of the United Stated has developed a 

preparedness and response framework to follow in times of crises.  In 2005, the 

Homeland Security Council first released the federal plan to respond to pandemics in the 
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United States (Homeland Security Council, 2018).  The plan outlined three pillars that 

should and continue to be addressed when a crisis occurs: (a) preparedness and 

communication, (b) surveillance and detection, and (c) response and containment 

(Homeland Security Council, 2018).  The blueprint establishes that the Assistant 

Secretary of Preparedness and Response is the federal agency responsible for 

coordinating efforts nationwide in a pandemic.  In addition to the federal plan, state and 

local agencies and governments have created response plans that address their audiences, 

logistics, and infrastructure when a crisis arises (Homeland Security Council, 2018). 

In addition to the Homeland Security Council, the Centers for Disease Control 

(CDC) also has a roadmap to follow before, during, and after a pandemic (CDC, 2020).  

In 2007, the CDC developed a Pandemic Intervals Framework (PIF) which helps federal, 

state, and local governments and agencies plan and coordinate pandemic response actions 

(CDC, 2020).  The CDC framework provided the following: 

• Greater detail to reflect the progression of a pandemic, including when 

decisions and actions occur 

• Improved definitions to identify the transition points between intervals to 

reduce variability in interpretation 

• Considered that a pandemic might emerge inside or outside the United States 

• Accommodated the asynchrony of pandemic stages and progression in 

different jurisdictions to allow for local, state, regional, and national actions 

appropriate to jurisdiction-specific conditions 

• A structure that allowed for planning for multiple waves. (Holloway et al., 

2014) 
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The CDC indicators in conjunction with regular assessments help provide the progress in 

the development of a pandemic to evaluate the risk that a new virus can pose.  These 

results are used to guide federal, state, and local public health decisions (CDC, 2020). 

The importance of ensuring school safety has been recognized by elected officials at the 

through the adoption of legislation that increases school accountability in the 

implementation of safety measures.  In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 

required public school districts receiving federal funding to establish crisis plans to 

ensure student safety (Title IV, Part A).  In addition, Every Student Succeeds Act of 2005 

(ESSA) required schools that are federally funded to provide appropriate training in crisis 

management (Sec. 4104, Part B; Sec. 4108, Part C).  The laws provide general 

recommendations about crisis management. As a result, ambiguity remains regardless of 

the efforts of states and public school districts to interpret policy and establish safety 

protocols (Brock et al., 2008).  Brock et al. (2008) asserted that the lack of clarity has 

“resulted in variability between district and state crisis plans and in the availability and 

content of training for school personnel” (p. 4). 

A phrase written before the shooting at the campus of Virginia Tech captured the 

essence of crisis planning: “We cannot in good conscience ignore the possibility that 

something unthinkable can occur in our midst that will disrupt the lives of our students, 

faculty and staff” (Campus Crisis Management, 2007, p. 336).  The crisis that took place 

at Virginia Tech was a 2007 spree shooting in which two buildings were the target and 32 

students and teachers were killed (Zdziarski, 2006).  The management of a crisis should 

consist of the following five-step process: (a) prevention and mitigation, (b) planning, (c) 

response, (d) recovery, and (e) learning (Zdziarski, 2006).  School district leaders should 
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consider all five steps when creating a crisis plan to ensure proper handling before, 

during, and after the crisis can have a lasting impact on the school community (Zdiarski, 

2006). 

COVID-19’s Impact on Schools 

 In 2020, a new crisis impacted public school districts across the world.  The 

World Health Organization (WHO) declared on March 11, 2020, that the outbreak of the 

Coronavirus (COVID-19) was a global pandemic; and in less than two weeks, all 

kindergarten to grade 12 (K-12) public schools in the United States had closed for in-

person instruction, with many pivoting to online education for the remainder of the 

academic year (Honein et al., 2021). 

Without much warning, crises can occur unexpectedly and have a profound impact on 

public education school systems.  From natural disasters and deadly shootings to the most 

recent global COVID-19 pandemic, public school districts are not immune to calamities 

that not only threaten the trust, support, and perception of the district’s stakeholders, but 

also pose a risk to human life.  In the early months of COVID-19, the United States saw a 

precipitous rise in cases of the disease, reaching 100,000 deaths before May 2020 ended 

(AJMC, 2021).  As the third most popular country in the world, the United States adopted 

lockdown measures that differed in all 50 states depending on the orders adopted in the 

jurisdictions.  Most state governors implemented a stay-at-home order by the end of 

March 2020, in addition to adopting physical distancing requirements and the use of 

facial masks when in public places for limited and defined reasons (CDC, 2020). 

Crises are random, but prevailing and notable moments in the history of a school 

district.  Hermann (1963) argued that “a troubling event cannot reach the level of crisis 
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without coming as a surprise, posing a serious level of threat, and forcing a short 

response time” (p. 13).  Pandemics, such a deadly virus, can have a domino effect on 

public education across the world.  Technology and travel have facilitated for societies 

across continents to be more interconnected and allowed for the spread of pandemics. 

Coombs and Holladay (2010) pointed out, “As we move closer to a truly global society, 

the incidents on one continent can create a crisis an ocean away” (p. 2).  Thus, 

“understanding how to effectively engage in crisis communication, then, is a skill ever 

increasing in value” (Coombs & Holladay, 2010, p. 2). 

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted public education in K-12 

schools across the United States. In March 2020, public schools in the country closed for 

in-person instruction sending home millions of students, teachers, and staff.  Initially, all 

kindergarten and grade 12 schools pivoted to online education for the next several 

months between March and June 2020 to finish the remainder of the school year. In 

planning for the following 2020-2021 school year, there were no simple decisions for 

school leaders, administrators, leaders, parents, and public officials as COVID-19 

continued to disrupt public education (Kuhfeld & Tarasawa, 2020).  Factors to consider 

in determining the mode of instruction for the fall of 2020 included the concern that 

closing schools could adversely impact student’s academic progress, nutrition, mental 

health, and access to services to support the whole child, as well as the threat of the rapid 

spread of community transmission in classrooms of COVID-19 (Kuhfeld & Tarasawa, 

2020).  As a result, there was an enormous variation in the instruction mode for K-12 

schools across the United States as public school districts differed in their reopening 

plans for the academic year.  The lack of information about the effects and impact of the 
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deadly virus contributed to school leaders considering the risk vs. benefits of reopening 

schools with face-to-face instruction.  Out of the 13,597 school districts that provided a 

school reopening plan, “24% were fully online, 51% were using a hybrid model, and 17% 

were fully open for in-person instruction (some districts included options for parents to 

opt out); 51% of districts had students participating in school sports programs” (Honein 

et al., 2021).  For the return to face-to-face instruction, school districts implemented 

different steps to reduce community transmission, including requiring students and staff 

to wear masks during the school day and adopting physical distancing practices that 

included the placing of desks three to six-feet apart in the classrooms (Honein et al, 

2021). 

Summary 

 When a crisis strikes, effective communication by an organization to stakeholders 

is imperative.  Depending on the type of crisis, an organization can face disruptions in 

multiple areas that can impacts infrastructure, economy, morale, and operational 

functions (Wiederhold, 2013).   These disruptions are exacerbated when organizations, 

such as school districts, fail to have strategies in place to counter the consequences of the 

crisis.  Specifically, effective communication is needed as a proven counter strategy in 

times of crisis. Khan et al. (2013) warned that the absence of crisis communication 

strategies can affect the workforce: 

Affects the amount of personal control the organizational leaders have over the 

crisis, impedes the recovery process, affects the company’s performance, and may 

interfere with retention of key stakeholders.  Effective communication is the 
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prevailing act that can build relationships of trust and produce a successful 

outcome (p. 7).   

      Furthermore, effective communication after a crisis is dependent on two areas: 

technology and relationships (Khan et al., 2013). 

The literature review suggested that in times of crisis, school districts should be 

prepared to communicate efficiently and timely with stakeholders as the primary and vital 

voice of pertinent information. During a global pandemic, crisis communication should 

be at the forefront of engagement by school leaders to ensure that they connect with the 

community in a transparent and opportune manner.  Fear and uncertainty can lead to 

misinformation, confusion, and lack of confidence when public school districts face an 

emergency or calamity that impacts the student and staff population.  The lack of 

information or updates from the school district during a crisis can lead to a deteriorating 

perception from internal and external stakeholders, which can result in lack of support 

and trust of the school district by students, staff, parents, and community members.  

Crisis communication can shepherd stakeholders into a sense of reassurance that the 

school district is functioning and operating in the safest way despite the situation.  

Disclosing details about safety and health protocols implemented in the school district 

can also reassure parents that students are in good hands and receiving the best possible 

education even in times of despair.  Future research should focus on proper planning, 

strategic dissemination of information, and innovative ways to engage unreachable and 

disconnected stakeholders when a crisis, such as a global pandemic, unexpectedly strikes. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

A qualitative multi-case study was employed with the intent to fulfill the purpose 

of this study, which was to identify what communication practices were utilized and what 

factors were considered by public school district leaders and communication executives 

during a global pandemic to connect with stakeholders.  A multi-case study provided a 

real-life context and insightful depiction of the crisis. This study was driven by the 

following research questions: 

1. How does crisis communication compare or differ for school districts under 

normal conditions and in the time of pandemic? 

2. What considerations did superintendents (district chief executive) include in 

the process to determine appropriate crisis communication platforms, formats, 

styles, and strategies to utilize during the time of pandemic? 

3. What was the perspective of superintendents and district communications 

officials about the methods that were most successful in communicating 

during a pandemic? 

This chapter describes the methodology that was utilized for the qualitative study. 

It addresses research design, selection of participants, instrumentation, data collection, 

and data analysis. 

Research Design 

The research was conducted through a multi-case study lens with a qualitative 

methodology.  Merriam (2009) asserted that qualitative case studies provide researchers 

“insight, discovery, and interpretation rather than hypothesis” (p. 42).  Miles and 
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Huberman (2018) described a case study “as an investigation of a phenomenon that 

occurs within a specific context” (p. 404).  Case study research focuses on a qualitative 

approach to studying a situation.  Stake (2006) affirmed that “the power of case study is 

its attention to the local situation, not in how it represents other cases in general” (p. 8).  

In addition, Stake (1995) categorized case studies into three types: “intrinsic – a single 

case (an individual, group, organization, event, or other entity) that is important in its 

own right, not necessarily because of its potential predictive theoretical powers; 

instrumental – a single case where the focus is on going beyond the case to understand a 

broader interest; and collective – a multiple case version of instrumental where the focus 

is on learning about a phenomenon” (p. 13).  Gay & Mills (2019) narrated, “Case study 

knowledge resonates with the readers’ experiences because it is tangible and 

illuminative” (p. 404).  Specifically, it is “rooted in the context of the study and is also 

related to the readers’ knowledge, experience, and understandings as they compare a 

contrast the case to their own life experiences” (p. 404). The crisis analyzed is a global 

pandemic that paralyzed school districts and the experiences of individuals. 

Participants of the Study 

The participants of the study consisted of Superintendents, Chancellor, Chief 

Communication Officers and/or Executive Directors of Communications representing 

seven public school districts in the United States, which vary in size and geographic 

location.  The participating districts were from the states of New York, Florida, Ohio, and 

Texas.  Each interviewee held their position in the representative school district during 

the pandemic and had first-hand knowledge of the crisis communication strategies 

implemented between March 2020 through June 2020.  Once approval from Houston 
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Baptist University (HBU) International Review Board (IRB) was received, inquiry was 

made to each of the representatives from the seven public school districts to identify its 

Chief Executive Officer (Superintendent or Chancellor) and/or Chief Communications 

Officer or Executive Director of Communication who were in leadership roles at their 

school district from March 2020 through June 2020.  The anonymity of the participants 

and their districts was protected.  The participating districts have been identified by 

descriptors that include the school district size, geographical location, number of 

students, number of staff, and demographics.  For purposes of this study, the participating 

districts will be referred to as School District A, School District B, School District C, 

School District D, School District E, School District F, and School District G.  The 

participants will be identified by their roles in the participating districts. 

Instrumentation 

The instrumentation that was used to gather the data for the study consisted of 

strategically crafted instruments to obtain testimonies appropriately and accurately.  The 

researcher utilized a questionnaire, while following a pre-established protocol.  In some 

instances, the researcher conducted follow-up interviews with participants and reviewed 

documents or articles regarding communication during the pandemic impacting these 

school districts.   

The researcher also pre-determined the procedures for preparing and conducting 

interviews such as utilizing open-ended questions to be answered, distinguishing the type 

of interview based on interaction, and refining interview protocol.  Before the research 

began, participants were asked to complete a consent form approved by the review board.  

The questionnaire consisted of questions that shed light on the participant’s background, 
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role, and experience with crisis communication during their school district’s closure.  The 

sample questionnaire provided to Superintendent or Chancellor can be found in Appendix 

A, while the questionnaire provided to the Chief Communication Officers or Executive 

Director of Communications can be found in Appendix B. 

Data Collection 

Approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained prior to 

commencement of any data collection.  According to Creswell (1994), in a qualitative 

research there are four types of data collection methods: (a) interviews, (b) observations, 

(c) documents and (d) visual images. To best understand the role of crisis communication 

between school districts and stakeholders during the pandemic shutdown of schools, the 

researcher collected data with the use of: (a) questionnaires and/or interviews, and/or (c) 

document analysis.  The type of data that was collected for the study consisted of 

questionnaires and/or interviews of the participants who experienced the closure of 

schools and the crisis communication that followed. Even though a face-to-face interview 

was preferred, due to COVID-19, some participants preferred to participate in a virtual 

interviews, or provide their responses to questionnaires in writing in lieu of an interview.  

The interviews were recorded in video and audio format. 

Interviews 

 Interviews were conducted to collect data since direct observation of the crisis is 

not feasible and cannot be reproduced.  The individuals interviewed experienced the 

crisis and served in their roles during the closure of schools between March 2020 and 

June 2020.  The researcher relied on the information provided by the participants to 

obtain “a description and interpretation of the event” (Stake, 1995, p. 20). 



 

 

70 

 

Artifacts 

 Various documents were collected from the participants.  The artifacts included 

communication related to COVID-19, especially as they are associated to school district 

closures and updates to stakeholders.  Other artifacts included images of social media 

posts, newsletters, news articles, press conferences or on-air interviews in which school 

operations in the time of pandemic were discussed. 

Voice and Video Recording 

 Each interview was audio and/or video recorded.  The interview conducted via 

digital platforms, such as Teams or Zoom, were recorded virtually.  In-person interviews 

were recorded in audio format.  A written transcript of each recording was prepared. 

Data Analysis 

The data was collected by using multiple sources of evidence, proper 

organization, and a chain of evidence. Yin (2009) stated that utilizing multiple sources of 

evidence in case studies “allows an investigator to address a broader range of historical 

and behavioral issues” (p. 115).  As such, the researcher organized and categorized the 

data carefully and properly handled and observed each point of data collected.  Data 

analysis of qualitative data “lies in making sense of the massive amounts of data” (Patton, 

2002, p. 432).  The information provided by the participants through interviews and 

responses to a questionnaire generated a considerable amount of data. As Merriam (2009) 

states, data analysis “is a complex and continual process as data analysis seeks to lend 

meaning to the data collected” (p. 178).  In this case, it was the researcher’s task to 

review the information and “reduce the data to reveal the essence” (Wolcott, 2001, p. 44).  

As a result, the data analysis process included: converting all data into text, coding the 
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information, conducting a systematic analysis of these textual data, and identifying 

emerging themes between the participants in all seven districts.  Once the researcher 

finished transcribing the interviews, it was carefully reviewed for accuracy.  In addition, 

the researcher reviewed all the responses to the questionnaire provided to the participants.  

This process allowed the researcher to contact study participants in a timely manner to 

help clarify ideas that were not very clear while transcribing the interviews or reviewing 

the written responses.  The researcher carefully reviewed the data and identified 

meaningful common themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). A coding template was utilized to 

log the different themes that emerged during the process for each school district provided 

by each participant.  The coding template included information of the district, the 

participants, and identified when there was an overlap of theme across the school 

districts.  The data analysis consisted of identifying emerging themes that “provide an 

understanding of how the participants experienced the phenomenon” (Moustakas, 1994). 

As words or statements appeared to repeat, they were logged to identify themes that 

helped understand how the participants experienced the pandemic and any overlapping 

that existed between the seven school districts.   

The data analysis process provided an opportunity for the researcher to identify 

the rich, emerging themes and see the big picture provided by the participants regarding 

crisis communication and their experiences during a pandemic. All data sources were 

viewed through the lens of a coding template (Appendix D). 

Credibility/Reliability/Validity 

It is imperative to the researcher to provide findings and interpretations of data 

that are credible, trustworthy, and valid.  To ensure that a substantive and multifaceted 
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study was conducted, data was collected from multiple sources.  The combination of 

these sources of information, which included interviews, questionnaires, and document 

analysis, provided validation for emerging themes and thereby this increased “the 

probability that credible findings will be produced” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

researcher recorded and transcribed the interviews for this research and stored the data 

and artifacts in the Center for Research and Doctoral Studies according to the HBU Data 

Storage.  The participants are allowed to review the interview transcriptions to validate 

the credibility of the data collected. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the research 

consisted of the voluntary participation of Chief Executive Officers (Superintendents or 

Chancellors) and/or Chief Communications Officers (or equivalent top communication 

executives, such as Executive Directors of Communications) of seven different school 

districts across the country.  The study explored specifically how these school district 

leaders connected with parents, students, staff, and the community during the first three 

months of the global pandemic, from March 2020 through June 2020.  The participants 

were asked to share their experiences when COVID-19 first impacted school districts and 

how crisis communication played a role in disseminating crucial information during that 

time.   

To protect the confidentiality of the participants, the study does not identify by 

name the school district or participants, but instead utilizes roles, geographic location, 

demographics of school district, size of school district, and number of students and 

employees of school district as descriptors.  Participants were provided a copy of the IRB 

approval letter of the study and an informed consent form prior to their agreement of 

participation.  Participants provided responses to a questionnaire on crisis communication 

and/or participated in a virtual or in-person interview.  The participating districts are 

identified by pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of the participants, and the district 

names are withheld. The districts are referred to as School District A, School District B, 

School District C, School District D, School District E, School District F, and School 

District G.  The anonymity of the participants and their districts were protected.  The 
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participating districts have been identified by district size, geographical location, and 

demographics.  The participants have been identified by their roles in the participating 

districts. The following table, also found in Appendix C, provides the participants 

identified by role, district size, number of students and employees, geographical location, 

and demographics of student populations. 
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Table 1 – School District and Participants 

District Name Participant(s) District Size Geographical 
Location 

Demographics 

School District 
A 

Chancellor Largest school 
district in the 
U.S., 1.1 million 
students 
135,000 staff 

New York 40% Hispanic, 
24% Black, 16% 
Asian, 14% 
White 

School District B Superintendent & 
Chief 
Communications 
Officer 

Fourth-largest in 
the U.S., 
356,000 students, 
12,900 staff 

Florida 72% Hispanic, 
19% African-
American, 6.5% 
White, 1% White, 
1% Asian/Pacific 
Islander 

School District C Superintendent Second-largest in 
Texas, 
153,000 students, 
22,000 staff 

North Texas 70% 
Hispanic/Latino, 
20% 
Black/African-
American, 
5% White, 1 % 
White, <1% 
Indian/Alaskan, 
Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander 

School District 
D 

Superintendent & 
Executive Director of 
Communications 

Fourth-largest in 
Texas, 
107,000 students, 
12,000 staff 

South Texas 67% Hispanic, 
18% White, 6% 
African-
American, 3% 
Asian 

School District E Chief 
Communications 
Officer 

Second-largest in 
Ohio, 
35,600 students, 
5,300 staff 

Ohio 63% African-
American, 17% 
Hispanic, 14% 
White, 4% Other 

School District F Superintendent & 
Executive Director of 
Communications 

Second-largest in 
Hidalgo County, 
32,000 students 

Texas-Mexico 
Border 

99% Hispanic, 
93 % 
Economically 
Disadvantaged, 
41 % Limited 
English Proficient 

School District 
G 

Superintendent 20,000 students, 
2,000 staff 

Southeast 
Texas 

50% White, 31% 
Hispanic, 8% 
Asian, 5% 
African-American 
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School District A 

School District A is described as the largest urban public school district in the 

United States (School District A, 2022).  As the largest school district in the United 

States, School District A serves 1.1 million students, out of which 40% are Hispanic, 

24% are African-American, 16% are Asian, and 14% are White (School District A, 

2022).  Located in the east coast, this district closed schools on March 18, 2020, until the 

end of the 2019-2020 school year due to the novel coronavirus pandemic (Shapiro, 2020).  

The suspension of in-person classes in School District A impacted more than one million 

students (School District A, 2022).  During the closure, this district created virtual 

platforms to continue to engage with stakeholders even after closing their physical 

buildings (Blume et al., 2020; Hub, 2020; Shapiro, 2020).  The total workforce of the 

school district is 135,000 employees who were required to work from home, while 

students were encouraged to engage in virtual learning through a laptop, chrome, 

smartphone, or tablet (School District A, 2022).  

Chancellor 
 

The Chancellor of School District A served as the CEO of the largest school 

system in America.  In his 33 years of experience as an educator, the Chancellor held 

various roles, including being a bilingual Social Studies teacher, music teacher, high 

school principal, deputy superintendent, and school superintendent.  Prior to the COVID-

19 pandemic, he led through multiple crises as school district leader, which included 

school shooting incidents, student deaths, employee misconduct situations, and Hurricane 

Harvey.  During the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic between March 2020 and 
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June 2020, the Chancellor was at the helm of School District A leading through 

unprecedented times. 

A self-described people-person at heart, the Chancellor defined his leadership 

style as “inclusive” and “supportive.”  The participant noted that the selection and 

development of leaders is imperative “in achieving the district’s vision and supporting 

leaders to reach their greatest potential.”  The Chancellor asserted that his collaborative 

leadership style responded well during unprecedented times in part due to the hiring of 

the leaders who had the best interests of the district and students at their core: 

The investment in developing strong leaders in every echelon of my cabinet 

permitted us to pivot and react to the everchanging facets shown to us with 

COVID-19.  We were literally acting on hourly updates and no one had the 

definitive truth on what was happening, much less what to do. So, I needed self-

confident leaders on my cabinet that could and would speak truth to power. That 

allowed me to make decisions, knowing that my cabinet was not telling me what 

they thought I needed to hear, but rather, what I needed to hear to make the best 

decisions. They trusted me and I trusted them. That’s how we were able to get 

through. 

During the interview, the Chancellor shared that the decision to close schools due 

to the threat of COVID-19 was made in collaboration between him, the mayor’s office, 

staff, and medical professionals. On March 15, 2020, the largest school system in the 

country with 1.1 million students pivoted to remote learning and officially closed schools 

to in-person learning on March 18, 2020. (School District A, 2022).  The closure lasted 

for five months.  The main factor taken into consideration when making the decision to 
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shut down schools was the severity of the COVID-19 outbreak in a large metropolitan 

area, which was the “epicenter of the epicenter of the pandemic.”  The participant 

(Chancellor, School District A) shared that the impact of COVID-19 was devastating and 

visibly seen: 

Our morgues were overrun with deaths. We were scrambling to dig graves in 

Central Park and Roosevelt Island.  We were standing up mobile medical 

facilities at the Javis Convention Center and in Central Park.  The National Guard 

was mobilized. The decision to close schools was obvious and clear. 

The Chancellor acknowledged that the biggest pressure he faced when making the 

decision to close schools was knowing that not all students would do well in a closure.  

However, this was mitigated, he asserted “by knowing that closing schools was, literally, 

saving lives.”  His greatest concern during the first months of COVID-19 was keeping 

students, staff, and the community safe.  The participant (Chancellor, School District A) 

emphasized that safety was the driving force “to make very difficult decisions in the sake 

of keeping our people safe.” 

Once the decision was made to close the physical buildings and school campuses, 

School District A leaders disseminated the information to stakeholders through crisis 

communication.  The closure and district updates were communicated to internal and 

external stakeholders through a multilingual information campaign utilizing all media 

outlets, including television, radio, email, web sites, text messaging, social media sites, 

and multiple media appearances by the Chancellor of School District A.  As the leader of 

the largest school district in the country, the Chancellor was front and center leading 

during to global pandemic, providing updates, and connecting with stakeholders.  From 
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conducting interviews with television and newspaper media, to hosting informational 

townhalls and regular press conferences, the Chancellor was directly involved in the 

dissemination of information to students, staff, parents, and the community at all times.  

The participant described his involvement in communicating COVID-19 updates from 

School District A to all stakeholders as incessant: 

My role was 24/7.  I would communicate in multiple languages with the 

community on what we were doing and why as we were operating in uncharted 

territory. I strongly feel that my presence offered a solid footing of leadership 

based on keeping students and staff safe.  I heard that feedback constantly. 

The innovative communication trends used to disseminate information to school 
 
district stakeholders during this time included strengthening the district’s message with 

the help of outside partners.  The Chancellor points out that it took the help of respected 

and trusted members in the community to get the word out: 

We went to where our stakeholders were, rather than expecting them to come to 

us. This included appearing on the daily mayoral press conferences updating New 

Yorkers on the pandemic. We also enlisted community-based organizations, faith-

based organizations, advocacy groups, community education councils, and elected 

officials at the local and state level to leverage our message. 

While the district utilized multiple crisis communication strategies to engage with 

stakeholders, the Chancellor pointed out that they needed to do more as “they were 

insufficient. We had to adapt and learn to communicate in totally different ways.” 

During this difficult time, the Chancellor signaled as his greatest accomplishment 

ensuring the safety of stakeholders, while providing teaching and learning in a different 



 

 

80 

 

way: “We pivoted the largest school district in America to remote learning in 72 hours. 

While imperfect, we responded, adapted, pivoted, and survived. I feel strongly that we 

saved lives.”   

The lesson learned when reflecting on the first months of Covid-19 for this 

Chancellor is that crisis communication is fundamental for school districts to connect 

with stakeholders.  He found that sharing information frequently, accurately, and timely 

was imperative to ensure students, staff, parents, and the community were up-to-date on 

district developments.  The Chancellor also emphasized that both traditional and non-

traditional methods of communication were necessary to be able to reach multiple 

audiences impacted by connectivity or other issues brought forth by the pandemic.  In 

addition to School District A utilizing social media to post updates, the Chancellor was 

also an avid social media user who posted frequent updates to disseminate information on 

social media platforms. The social media platforms also allowed for two-way 

communication and the response of questions from the community.   

School District B 
 

School District B is the fourth largest school system in the United States and is 

located in the state of Florida (School District B, 2022).  The district has 467 schools and 

serves more than 356,000 students from pre-kindergarten to 12th grade (School District B, 

2022).  The student body in this district is 72% Hispanic/Latino, 19% African-

American, 6.5% White, and 1% Asian/Pacific Islander.  All schools in School District B 

were physically closed from March 16, 2020, through the end of the 2020-2021 school 

year (School District B, 2022). 
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Superintendent 

The Superintendent of School District B served as leader of the fourth-largest 

school system in the United States for 14 years.  Prior to becoming Superintendent in 

2008, he served as Associate Superintendent, Assistant Superintendent, Chief 

Communications Officer, administrator, and teacher.  During his tenure as 

Superintendent, School District B became of nation’s highest-performing urban school 

system (School District B, 2022).  Between March 2020 and June 2020, the initial 

months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Superintendent was ultimately responsible for 

the day-to-day administration and operation of the district. 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, this Superintendent had experience navigating 

through diverse crises, including hurricanes, earthquakes, and political unrest.  Due to the 

close proximity of School District B to Latin America and the Caribbean, the district 

hosts students who are displaced due to the significant challenges and crises faced in their 

native countries (School District B, 2022).  The global pandemic was the first of its kind 

that this Superintendent had encountered. 

The Superintendent of School District B described his leadership style as 

collaborative, recognizing his team’s expertise in their functional areas and providing his 

direct reports with a significant amount of autonomy.  His collaborative leadership style 

focused on outcomes and innovation when identified needs were critical during the 

pandemic.  However, his leadership style adapted to the unprecedented times of the 

pandemic as he acknowledged “so many decisions had to be made in a very short amount 

of time, and there wasn’t always time to convene my leadership team the way I typically 



 

 

82 

 

would.”  The participant (Superintendent, School District B) and his team provided 

innovative solutions amid a crisis: 

We knew it was more important than ever to ensure that our stakeholders knew 

our school system was ready to respond to their needs, no matter what they were. 

We knew our community was struggling with the disruption caused by COVID-

19, especially given the high-level of poverty in the county.  Our schools truly 

became hubs for information, resources, and a sense of routine and normalcy, as 

much as we possibly could we provided during an unprecedented crisis like 

COVID-19, and this made all the difference in terms of our ability to respond. 

The decision to close schools was made on Friday, March 13, 2020, following a 
 

confirmed COVID-19 case at one of the schools in the district (School District B, 2022).  

The Superintendent affirmed that the health and safety of the students and the workforce 

were at the forefront of his decision to close the district as “keeping schools open when 

there was already a confirmed case, especially in a community as mobile and transient, 

could have potentially put others’ health in jeopardy.”  The decision to close schools was 

communicated to all stakeholders through news media, the district’s website, automated 

messages to families via voice, email and text, radio communication and social media 

(School District B, 2022).  During the physical closure of schools, all the operations, 

including instruction, shifted to a virtual format.   

The biggest pressure this Superintendent faced when making the decision to close 

schools was providing instructional continuity with equity.  He stressed that “some 

students entrusted to us had a more difficult time accessing the technology they needed to 

connect with their teachers, so we deployed hundreds of thousands of devices and 



 

 

83 

 

hotspots to ensure this was not a barrier.”  Additionally, as the largest employer in the 

county, a shutdown of schools meant that all its operations were impacted and employees 

in departments such as transportation, food service, maintenance, would not be able to 

perform their functions, like driving school buses.  The Superintendent recalled, “We 

were able to continue paying employees whose job functions were impacted as a result of 

the system shutdown and found creative ways to leverage their skills while we 

transitioned to remote operations in teaching and learning.” 

During the initial months of the global pandemic, this Superintendent led as the 

CEO and face of the school system.  To engage with stakeholders, he communicated 

through a variety of means, namely through news conferences, social media, automated 

voice and email messaging with employees and families, Twitter chats, and virtual town 

hall meetings.  His self-described collaborative and communicative leadership influenced 

public perception as schools became hubs for information and resources during the first 

few months of the pandemic providing what he referred to as “a sense of calm throughout 

the crisis.”  The participant (Superintendent, School District B) shared that his leadership 

style was empathetic in time of need: 

While schools could not provide a sense of routine and normalcy in the traditional 

sense, I do believe that my leadership helped reassure parents that their children 

were receiving a quality education via remote means and that the school system 

stood ready to safeguard their health and meet other physical needs they may have 

had, particularly around securing meals. 

During the meal distribution events held by the school district in partnership with 

community organizations, information was distributed to school and community 
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stakeholders through printed flyers and one-pagers.  The district strengthened 

communication strategies by ensuring all stakeholders were provided with critical 

information in leveraging every possible medium to communicate in the face of 

unprecedented times.  The Superintendent asserted that they utilized multiple ways to 

reach their audiences: “Whether it was social media, email, voice and text messages, 

news media, our website, or radio interviews, we cast a fairly wide net to ensure our 

message was consistent and shared broadly.”  The message was disseminated in English, 

Spanish, and Haitian Creole. 

According to the Superintendent, the greatest accomplishment during the first 

months of COVID-19 from March 2020 through June 2020 was pivoting to distance 

learning smoothly and communicating the information to stakeholders.  The participant 

(Superintendent, School District B) shared that a lesson learned from leading a school 

district at the onset of a global pandemic: 

Given the unprecedented nature of the COVID-19 crisis, I do not believe there is 

anything I could have done differently in my response. However, the pandemic 

did illuminate for my team and me the need to have a better two-way 

communication system with our students’ families. 

Chief Communications Officer 

The Chief Communications Officer of School District B had been with this school 

system for seven and a half years.  Her background is in news media.  When COVID-19 

ensued between March to June 2020, she was the Chief Communications Officer 

responsible for disseminating information to families, employees, and the community. 
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On March 13, 2020, the Chief Communications Officer was responsible for the 

dissemination of information regarding the decision to close schools due to COVID-19.  

The announcement mentioned that in-person instruction would transition to online 

learning beginning on Monday, March 16, 2020 (School District B, 2020).  The district 

stayed online for the remainder of the 2019-2020 school year.  The decision was 

communicated to stakeholders in multiple languages through various platforms including 

callouts, texts, and emails to families and employees, as well as news conferences held 

with local media to provide updates.  All the information and developing updates were 

posted on the district’s website, the mobile app, and across the district’s social media 

channels.  The Chief of Communication shared that the Superintendent also recorded 

video messages to share on multiple communication platforms and conducted interviews 

to provide updates on radio programs. 

During the transition to virtual learning, the communications department for 

School District B innovated by adding additional educational programming on the 

district’s television station WLRN.  In addition, they expanded their partnerships with 

media outlets to share the educational programming on their broadcasts as means to reach 

more students.  According to this communication executive, the media partnerships were 

instrumental in “getting the word out.”  

In March 2020, School District B did have a crisis communication plan in place.  

The purpose of the district’s crisis communication plan was to provide a standardized 

system to effectively manage messaging to ensure that students, parents, employees, and 

stakeholders were kept informed during an emergency (School District B, 2022).  The 

plan supports the district’s emergency operations plan to provide timely and accurate 
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information in an emergency or crisis.  The participant (Chief Communications Officer, 

School District B) shared that in responding to COVID-19, the existing crisis 

communication plan was helpful: 

But the pandemic was unlike any crisis the district had ever encountered. We had 

to implement a lot of new strategies that were not in the plan.  Situations arose 

that could not have been contemplated.  As a result of COVID-19, the existing 

crisis communication plan was updated as the pandemic highlighted the need for a 

two-way communications system, which we did not have in place prior to 

COVID-19. 

From March 2020 to June 2020, various communication strategies were utilized 

to connect and regularly communicate with staff, students, parents, and stakeholders.  A 

dedicated COVID-19 website was developed and updated frequently with the latest 

information. The website included videos, flyers, details on school meal distribution 

events, distance learning updates in three languages, English, Spanish, and Haitian 

Creole.  In addition, automated messaging, social media, news releases, and digital 

communication was frequently sent to stakeholders with the most up-to-date information.  

As the Chief of Communication recalled, “to avoid confusion, we ensured that the 

messaging was consistent for all stakeholders. We would first draft a message for 

families and employees. That same message would then be shared with the media and the 

community.” 

A major challenge that this communications executive and her team encountered 

to communicate and engage with stakeholders was connecting with families that were 

unable to be located because they had changed their phone numbers, had relocated, or did 
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not have internet connectivity.  The participant (Chief Communications Officer, School 

District B) shared the need for a system to provide instant feedback to stakeholders: 

Since we used several means of communications, the public for the most part was 

grateful for the information we disseminated and the way it was shared. However, 

we did receive feedback about stakeholders not being able to have their questions 

answered because the district lacked a customer service department and a 

meaningful system of two-way communication. 

The participant (Chief Communications Officer, School District B) described crisis 

communication during a global pandemic as necessary for school districts to engage with 

stakeholders and utilizing all methods of communications available as imperative to 

connect with all stakeholders: 

It was very helpful to have a framework in place which we could adapt as needed. 

Our stakeholders were reassured that the school district was available and 

responsive to their needs. While some of stakeholders preferred to receive emails, 

others preferred texts; others listened to the information on the radio or scrolled 

through social media.  Having various platforms assisted in ensuring that as many 

people as possible received the information we were trying to communicate. 

For this district, the communication strategies used were effective. One that can 

be improved when connecting with stakeholders during a global pandemic, she 

mentioned, is two-way communications that would allow the district to reach more 

stakeholders and receive feedback. 

 

 



 

 

88 

 

School District C 

School District C in located in North Texas and serves a diverse population of 

students from pre-kindergarten through 12th grade (School District C, 2022).  The district 

employs more than 22,000 staff members and serves more than 153,000 students in 230 

schools.  The student ethnic composition districtwide is approximately 70% 

Hispanic/Latino, 20% Black/African American, 5% White, 1% Asian, and less than 1% 

American Indian/Alaskan, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander.  The district is the second-largest 

public school district in Texas and the 16th largest school district in the United States 

(School District C, 2022). 

Superintendent 
 

The Superintendent of School District C has served more than 27 years at the 

helm of six public school districts, including two of the 25 largest school systems in 

America.  On March 16, 2020, the Superintendent made the decision to close all 230 

schools in School District C to slow the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19) in the 

community.  Based on guidance from health experts and considering the totality of the 

circumstances, this Superintendent affirmed that he decided to close the school district 

until further notice.  In a letter sent to families, the Superintendent announced that the 

district closed schools “indefinitely” on March 16, 2020 “to slow the spread of the 

coronavirus disease in the community.” (School District C, 2022).  The school district 

transitioned from in-person learning to at-home instruction from March 2020 until June 

2020, the end of the 2020-2021 school year.  The participant (Superintendent, School 

District C) asserted that his priority when closing schools was the safety of the students 

and staff even when all the information was not readily available regarding COVID-19: 
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As the data started coming out, we realized it was much bigger than what we 

thought, so we were making decisions on the fly because this was something that 

educators had never faced.  As I received new information, then I made different 

decisions, but I knew it was not going to be a short-term thing.  All the instincts, 

training, and experience that I had said not to be definite because you really don’t 

know.  Parents will forgive us if we do educational malpractice, but they will 

never forgive us if we let something unsafe happen to their kids while they are 

under our custody and control.  So, you have to err on side of safety. 

With a career in public education that spans over four decades, this 

Superintendent has led through numerous and devastating crises.  One of those crises was 

a tornado that caused widespread destruction in multiple campuses in School District C.  

The campuses were closed, and students were relocated to other schools until plans to 

rebuild the damaged schools took place (School District C, 2022).  During this time, the 

Superintendent conducted press conferences to provide updates on the situation, while 

providing constant details on new developments to parents, staff, and students.  The 

participant (Superintendent, School District C) learned the following regarding leading in 

times of crises: 

As a leader in a crisis, you need to step up to build trust and confidence.  The 

leader cannot be absent during a crisis. The worst thing you can do is run and 

hide. You have to face the heat; you are the CEO.  I don’t like to be in a crisis, but 

it’s incumbent upon the leader to be upfront. 

When faced with the COVID-19 pandemic, this Superintendent placed all his 

experience into practice and led School District C in the frontline.  Messages regarding 
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closure, meal distribution, virtual learning, and other updates were disseminated through 

the district’s traditional communication channels, including the district’s website, social 

media, email blasts, callouts, and texts.  A successful communication platform utilized by 

School District C to connect and engage with stakeholders was the district’s social media 

platforms.  However, the communication strategy that this Superintendent found most 

effective during the initial months of the COVID-19 global pandemic was hosting press 

conferences on a weekly to provide the latest updates and developments to all 

stakeholders.  The weekly news conferences ensured that multiple media platforms 

provided the greatest reach and shared the message directly from the Superintendent to 

the community.  The participant (Superintendent, School District C) attributed his ability 

to connect with stakeholders to his leadership style, which he describes as assertive and 

collaborative: 

All the communication tools like social media and our written communications 

worked, but when people are upset they want to see the leader.  So, the fact that I 

was willing to go out there and be on camera facing reality made a huge 

difference.  They saw that I was out there, and I was calm.  People believe what 

they see, not what you say.  That helped us navigate some tough issues. 

As a result of his leadership style to be at the forefront during unprecedented 

times, this Superintendent asserted that public perception was influenced in a positive 

way.  He shared that confidence grew in the district and stakeholders were appreciative 

that the Superintendent was seen and heard during the crisis.  The Superintendent of this 

School District C described his leadership style as collaborative in a “triangle of success” 

where students are in the center, and on each corner there are different stakeholders, 



 

 

91 

 

including the Board of Education, staff, community, and media working together to 

ensure students thrive.   

A lesson learned by the participant (Superintendent, School District C) is that 

superintendents need to be decisive and communicate quickly, providing constant 

updates about new developments and adjusting strategies by pivoting through the 

uncertainty of a pandemic: 

My style is ready, fire, aim.  Even though we did not have all data at the 

beginning, I’d rather fix the mistake I make because perfect is the enemy of great, 

and it’s never going to be perfect.  Some people want more data before making a 

decision, but during a crisis, you have to be decisive. You have to make the best 

decision possible at the time, and then you adjust. You have to communicate to 

control the narrative as much as possible.  

According to this Superintendent, leaders must remain calm for stakeholders, lead 

in the forefront, and adjust in a crisis as “there’s no playbook for this.” 

School District D 
 

School District D is a public school system comprised of 12 rural school districts 

in South Texas (School District D, 2022).  The district spans across 355 square miles and 

has 120 schools.  The student population exceeds 107,000 students, out of which more 

than 67% are Hispanic, 18% are White, 6% are African-American, and 3% are Asian.  

There are over 7,600 teachers and approximately 12,000 employees in this district. 

(School District D, 2022).  
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Superintendent 

The Superintendent of School District D has served as leader of this district for 

more than a decade.  Prior to becoming Superintendent of School District D in 2012, he 

began his career in public education in the same school district in 1992 as a Social 

Studies teacher and then transitioning to the roles of assistant principal, vice principal, 

principal, assistant superintendent, and deputy superintendent.   

In his thirty years of experience in public education, this Superintendent 

experienced diverse crises and led school districts through multiple emergency situations.  

Nevertheless, as he asserted, all other crises “were minor compared to COVID-19.”  The 

pandemic as he expressed required constant communication as new information kept 

emerging regarding developments that impacted safety.  Also, it was the first crisis that 

this Superintendent had experienced where students and staff were required to quarantine 

away from school buildings and offices.   

The decision to close schools on March 16, 2020, was made by the  

Superintendent in collaboration with other Superintendents in the geographic area.  

School District D remained closed from March 16, 2020, through June 4, 2020.  During 

this time, instruction transitioned to remote learning.  The decision was communicated by 

video message to all stakeholders, and a weekly video announcement was provided for 

updates and new developments (School District D, 2022).  The district utilized multiple 

platforms to communicate with internal and external stakeholders, but according to the 

Superintendent, the video messages were the most effective as families were receiving 

overwhelming amount of information.  The use of social media was also prominent for 
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School District D as families were turning to diverse platforms for information.  Social 

media helped disseminate information quickly and instantly to diverse stakeholders.    

The Superintendent described his leadership style as collaborative.  During the 

initial months of COVID-19, the attributes of his leadership style that proved successful 

in responding to the pandemic were his willingness to collaborate and ability to 

communicate with multiple stakeholders.  He found himself adjusting his leadership style 

based on the urgency and last minute developments of the virus.  As he stated, “I prefer 

to make decisions with some group consensus, but that has been less possible in the time 

of COVID.  I have found myself making more unilateral decisions. There have simply 

been times that there was no time for collaboration.”   

His leadership influenced public perception as he prioritized pandemic response 

and food security for students and staff.  The participant (Superintendent, School District 

D) attributed his primary focus on supporting the community with food and shelter: 

The events tied to this were very visible and likely influenced sentiment to the 

organization in a positive way.  The lines at the meal distribution sites were very 

long.  This led us to focus on basic needs over teaching and learning in the first 

few weeks of the pandemic.  However, crisis communication was imperative 

every step of the way. 

During the initial months of the pandemic between March 2020 and June 2020, 

this Superintendent attributed his greatest accomplishment to being able to provide 

students meals, devices, and internet connectivity in a quick timeline.  The lesson learned 

for this Superintendent is that communication during a crisis is necessary to provide the 
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community with guidance and information about the district’s decisions and 

developments. 

Executive Director of Communications 

When the pandemic ensued in March 2020, the Executive Director of 

Communications for School District D was serving as the district’s spokesperson and 

liaison with media.  The Executive Director of Communication had been in that position 

for five years and previously served in multiple roles in education, including teacher, 

assistant principal, vice principal, and principal.  He coordinated and oversaw district 

communication with both internal and external stakeholders.  He also managed a team of 

communication professionals in the areas of social media, audio and visual production, 

website development, graphic design, printing, marketing, and governmental relations. 

The decision to close all 120 schools in School District D was communicated  

through the multiple channels including the district’s website, social media platforms, 

districtwide callouts and texts, and local media.  The communication strategies utilized to 

connect with staff, students, parents, and stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020 

also included utilizing video messaging and weekly newsletter updates more frequently.  

A non-traditional communication strategy that School District D utilized was live 

streaming, which “became a useful communication and engagement tool.”  The 

participant (Executive Director of Communications, School District D) shared that an 

innovative communication strategy utilized was an improvised studio for recording key 

messages to increase stakeholder engagement: 

During the peak of the pandemic, we utilized a weekly, live video message from 

our Superintendent to help keep all staff engaged and connected.  We literally 
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turned our existing board auditorium into a TV studio from which we could 

conduct these streamed messages.  The make-shift studio was also used to record 

what would become virtual graduation events for our twelve high schools. 

When COVID-19 transpired, School District D did have protocols in place with 

respect to who is responsible for disseminating information when a crisis situation 

occurs, but not an official formalized crisis communication plan.  According to the 

Executive Director of Communications, the existing plan “proved to be less helpful due 

to the nature of the pandemic and the fact that so much was unknown or ever changing.  

Plans have had to become more responsive and sensitive to the ever-changing nature of 

the pandemic.”  The participant (Executive Director of Communications, School District 

D) highlighted some of the challenges they faced to communicate with multiple 

audiences: 

Among the major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with 

stakeholders was keeping stakeholders informed at a time when so much was 

happening and happening so quickly. On top of that, so much of what needed to 

be communicated was changing constantly, sometimes by the hour.  

Communicating in a way that did not cause greater confusion was critical. 

A lesson learned about what communication strategy to utilize when connecting 

with stakeholders during a global pandemic is establishing a scheduled communication 

with frequent updates to provide consistency and recurring guidance.  This 

communications executive asserted that “having a scheduled time for updates allowed the 

district to more easily disseminate critical information without saturating stakeholders.”  

In addition, using strategies that make stakeholders feel more connected to the district 
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leader proved successful.  The participant (Executive Director of Communications, 

School District D) utilized live video streams of the Superintendent communicating with 

stakeholders: 

They felt a deeper connection with their district leader who could see, hear, and 

sense his commitment and optimism. It was, for many, a morale booster.  In one 

streamed message to all staff, the Superintendent became emotional, his voice 

cracking a bit, and it was if you could feel employees across the district right there 

in the room with him. 

Another lesson learned to connect with stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented 

crisis is “to have clear systems in place for who communicates, how messaging is shared, 

and when it is shared.” 

School District E 
 

School District E is the second largest school system in the state of Ohio, which 

expands over 82 square miles and has 96 schools (School District E, 2022).  The student 

enrollment surpasses 35,600 students, out of which 63% are African-American, 17% are 

Hispanic, and 14% are White.  The district offers instructions for students in kindergarten 

through 12th grade and two remote school options for kindergarten through eighth grade, 

and ninth grade through 12th grade.  Based on the information provided regarding student 

characteristics, 100% of the study body population is considered economically 

disadvantaged (School District E, 2022). 

Chief Communications Officer 

The Chief Communications Officer for School District E supervised a team of 12 

communications specialists that comprised two departments, marketing and advertising 



 

 

97 

 

and the news bureau (School District E, 2022).  Prior to serving as Chief 

Communications Officer, this communications executive served 20 years as a writer and 

editor, and 28 years as a teacher in English, Journalism, and TV Broadcast.  During her 

years at the helm of communications department in School District E, this 

communications executive implemented a brand journalism strategy that was proactive 

and not reactive in nature, which focused on a district telling its own stories with and 

without the media. 

As Chief Communications Officer between March 2020 and June 2020, her duties 

consisted of planning and implementing comprehensive internal and external 

communication strategies, developing strict protocols for the flow of information to 

ensure timely, accurate, and empathetic communication about school district closures, 

food service delivery, technology distribution, and more.  The protocols consisted of 

having a crisis communication plan that emphasized the roles of administrators when a 

crisis occurs, from determining who shares information to who will provide interviews to 

media regarding the situation.   

The decision to close schools in this school district was made by the governor of 

the state, who announced that all Ohio public schools were closing on March 16, 2020, 

due to the COVID-19 crisis (School District E, 2022).  The announcement stated that 

during this extended period of closure, “schools should work to provide education 

through alternative means.”  The participant (Chief Communications Officer, School 

District E) expressed that they had to expediate all communications to abide by the state 

governor’s decision to close all public schools: 
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It was late on a Thursday afternoon when my Superintendent got the call, and we 

had only Friday and the weekend to arrange for online and mailed lesson plans 

and food service at 23 sites in preparation for servicing our mostly poor families, 

more than 40% of which had no access to technology or the internet for their 

information.  We had to communicate and reach them constantly over those few 

days to ensure they could continue accessing their child’s education and the two 

meals they rely on us for every day. 

The decision to close schools was communicated to stakeholders through the 

brand journalism strategy implemented by this Chief of Communications years before, 

which she states, “proved invaluable throughout the pandemic.”  The brand journalism 

strategy consisted in the hiring of newspaper, television, and radio reporters to work in 

the school district’s news bureau.  The connections of the reporters with local media 

played a key role in using media to reach families with no access to the internet.  The 

participant (Chief Communications Officer, School District E) expressed that media, both 

television and print outlets, shared a social responsibility to inform the community in 

times of crisis: 

Media acted more as a partner than as a separate entity, not only by stepping up 

their coverage of schools but by reporting from their news desks, doing numerous 

field reports at our schools, our transportation pickup spots, and meal sites to keep 

families informed of the supports available. 

An innovative strategy that School District E utilized during the pandemic was 

working with a local television news station that provided an hour of free airtime every 

morning for teachers to teach their lessons on television.  In addition, she added that 
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media posted the school district’s stories verbatim on their websites and newspapers, 

which enabled School District E to reach families beyond their traditional platforms, 

which include districtwide calls, emails, mailed letters, postcards, and the district’s 

website.   

The school district had a crisis communication plan in place when COVID-19 

transpired in March 2020.  The crisis communication plan, according to the 

communications executive, was instrumental in “avoiding miscommunication and/or 

competing messaging, as the flow of information was strictly controlled.”  The protocols 

in place regarding the flow of information and the role each individual played in the 

dissemination of information was effective.  Nevertheless, as a result of the pandemic, the 

crisis communication plan was changed as the district “learned how to adapt the strategy 

into one that operated in a constant state of crisis communication without operating as if 

we had a short window to get through it.” 

The major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with stakeholders 

for this school district was reaching families with no access to the internet.  As a result, 

School District E utilized multiple communication platforms, including partnerships with 

local media to push out information.  To get the pulse of the community, the district 

implemented numerous community surveys to determine the public’s level of trust, 

perception of safety, and levels of access to determine when and how to return to school.  

Since the district had encountered issues with connectivity, the surveys were done 

through phone calls and in-person opportunities.  The feedback received was shared with 

the public to keep them informed but also assure them that the district was listening and 
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planning to keep them safe regardless of the learning management system implemented 

throughout the crisis. 

Crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient for 

School District E to engage with stakeholders.  In addition to the communication sent 

regarding COVID-19, the district also pushed out messages of hope, resilience, and 

gratitude.  The participant (Chief Communications Officer, School District E) expressed 

that it took a village to get the word out to the community: 

The willingness of teachers to show up at their students’ homes with signs outside 

letting the child know they care and our Superintendent’s postcards to all houses 

in the city reminded everyone how hard this was on every family.  Overall, the 

messages of empathy said, ‘We can and will get through this, together.’ 

The lesson learned for this communication executive regarding crisis 

communication during the initial months of the pandemic is that multiple audiences need 

to be reached in different ways and diverse platforms should be utilized.  The 

communication strategies she utilized to connect with stakeholders during the pandemic 

“were effective at different times depending on the audience and urgency of the 

message.”  For example, the district’s direct mail communication worked “best before the 

technology distribution was complete and worked best for messages of empathy and 

gratitude.”  Other examples, such as districtwide phone calls to households, social media, 

and text messaging worked best for timely and urgent messages.  Televised lessons 

worked “best for delivery of instruction, as well as other personal touches employed by 

teachers to enable students to see them teaching and to work with them synchronously.”  

The Superintendent produced a weekly video message that developed trust with 
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stakeholders because “it showed the CEO of the district in front of the messaging with 

routine, proactive information instead of reacting the new twists in the crisis.”  The 

participant (Chief Communications Officer, School District E) expressed that the videos 

from the Superintendent were effective in sharing updates from the district: 

They proved most valuable not only because we were able to embed them in all 

messaging, but also because media picked up the video and ran it during their 

newscasts providing ready-made, sound-on tape for their education updates—

keeping the district in the forefront of the news for our families.  

School District F 

School District F is a tri-city public school district located in the Texas-Mexico 

border (School District F, 2022).  The district offers pre-kindergarten to 12th-grade 

instruction and has a 32,000 student body.  According to its district’s website, close to 

99% of the student population is Hispanic, 93% are considered economically 

disadvantaged, and 41% are Limited English proficient (School District F, 2022).  

Superintendent 

The Superintendent of School District F has 20 years of experience in education.  

He was performing his first year on the job as Superintendent when the COVID-19 

pandemic ensued in March 2020.  His background in leadership roles in education 

include serving as Area Chief of Schools, assistant superintendent, and school principal.   

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the district leader had ample experience leading 

through crises in education in multiple leadership roles.  One of those crises was 

Hurricane Harvey, a Category 4 natural disaster that made landfall in Texas and 

Louisiana in August 2017 causing catastrophic flooding and claiming dozens of lives 
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(Formby, 2018).  Hundreds of Texas schools were impacted by this force of nature, 

school buildings were destroyed, and schools had to be shut down temporarily until 

facilities were restored (Formby, 2018).  For this Superintendent, who was serving in 

different leadership role in the largest school district in Texas at the time, Hurricane 

Harvey was one of several crises he encountered where he led efforts to get students back 

safely in schools during the reopening phase.  He shared that his experiences include 

organizing logistics for schools to be relocated, leading the enrolling of students new to 

the district and state, leading efforts to evaluate and implement instructional programs 

and interventions to accelerate learning for students.  However, he stated, “None of these 

are nearly as long as a pandemic crisis we are currently experiencing.” 

The Superintendent of District F described his leadership style as a servant leader 

with distributive leadership qualities.  In order to adapt to the unprecedented times of the 

pandemic, the Superintendent’s servant leadership style continued, but his distributive 

leadership qualities of allowing others to be empowered in making decisions changed, 

“because I had to be very knowledgeable of more decisions and I also had to have final 

approval to ensure that we were doing everything to keep people safe and there was no 

miscommunication or inconsistencies.”  In responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, this 

leader believes that the attributes of his leadership style that were successful included 

visibility and lending a helping hand in time of need.  The participant (Superintendent, 

School District F) asserted the importance to be out in the community providing support 

to families in the midst of the pandemic: 

I felt it was important to be visible and be seen serving and supporting the work of 

educating 30,000 students, providing meals, and at the same time, keeping them 
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all safe.  We reviewed the protocol, purchased proper personal protective 

equipment (PPE), and determined ways to do it as safely as possible before we 

distributed meals to our families.  At the time there were no deaths in our area, but 

people were fearful of the unknown.  I was with my team feeding families, I had 

to be there with them since I could not ask of them something I was not willing to 

do. 

On March 13, 2020, the day before students at School District F were out from 

school for Spring Break, the Superintendent decided to close all 43 schools in the district.  

At the time, the Superintendent was not sure how long the closure would last, but due to 

the rise in COVID-19 cases, the schools and facilities remained closed the rest of the 

spring semester through June 2020.  Making the decision to close schools involved the 

guidance and recommendations from members of a taskforce that included the health 

director, police officers, and other district leaders.  The district received the first report of 

an employee who had symptoms of the virus, and the Superintendent decided it was time 

to close. He asserted, “I wanted to prevent the spreading of COVID-19 and slow the 

curve. The safety and the responsibility of the community in three cities is what weighed 

heavy on my mind.”  As Superintendent, this leader’s greatest concern during the first 

months of COVID-19 was to continue to provide educational experiences to students 

while keeping everyone as safe as possible. He explained, “We really wanted individuals 

to just stay home as much as possible to allow this virus to pass by, but it never did.”  The 

decision of the closure was communicated to internal and external stakeholders via social 

media, text messages, and email blasts.  During the physical closure of schools, teaching 

and learning continued virtually.  The school district distributed laptops and computers to 
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high school students to ensure they graduated that school year (School District F, 2022).  

Packets and printed materials to keep resources in the hands of households were 

distributed in person during distribution events coordinated by the district. Students were 

allowed to check-in with teachers through a phone system created online. 

During the initial months of the global pandemic, the Superintendent was the key 

communicator of the crisis as the district’s leader.  In addition to producing video 

messages, distributing email blasts and text messages to both internal and external 

stakeholders, the Superintendent of District F conducted interviews with media and 

created a podcast.  His approach to the crisis to prioritize communication influenced 

public perception, as he stated, “The public wanted to see an informed leader, and they 

also wanted to see someone that cared for their well-being.”   

The innovative communication trends utilized by School District F to disseminate 

information to stakeholders included SuperChats, which were informal conversations 

between the Superintendent and key administrators to provide updates on the coronavirus 

pandemic and resources available.  Teacher and parent advisory committees representing 

every campus in the district held virtual meetings with the Superintendent and cabinet 

members to stay abreast of the latest developments and serve as ambassadors of 

information to spread the word and keep everyone informed.  When staff and students 

were quarantined at home doing virtual learning, the district’s phone lines were routed to 

departments heads or individuals at home.  According to the Superintendent, “having 

good two-way communication helped understanding and rational behavior.” 

The lesson learned for this Superintendent was that crisis communication 

strategies during a pandemic are fundamental to school districts to engage with 
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stakeholders, and innovative strategies should be utilized to connect with more families.  

During the interview, the Superintendent shared that transitioning all classrooms to 

virtual settings, providing meals to families in need, creating a system of contract tracing, 

all required the consistent, thorough, and crucial dissemination of information during a 

global crisis to connect with all stakeholders. 

Executive Director of Communications 
 

With 16 years of experience in school communications, the Executive Director of 

Communications for School District F served as the public information officer for the 

district.  During the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic, from March 2020 through 

June 2020, this communications executive worked hand-in-hand with the Superintendent, 

Director of Health Services, School District Chief of Police, cabinet members, and other 

key administrators to provide communication to employees, parents, students, and 

community through multiple platforms.   

The decision to close schools was made on March 13, 2020, by the 

Superintendent as a preventive measure due to a probable positive case of COVID-19 at 

one of the campuses (School District F, 2022).  The decision to close schools was 

communicated to stakeholders through the district’s website, social media platforms, and 

the mass notification system, which includes phone calls, texts, and email. 

According to this communications executive, the crisis communication strategy 

that worked best for this school district when connecting with stakeholders during a 

global pandemic was mass notification to stakeholders through phone calls and text.  The 

notification system was utilized to educate stakeholders about new updates, health, and 

safety reminders, as well as vaccine clinics or testing near them.  In addition, the 
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innovative communication strategies utilized to connect with staff, students, parents, and 

stakeholders included LIVE interactions and chats on social media with the 

Superintendent.  The participant (Executive Director of Communications, School District 

F) emphasized that during the initial months of the pandemic from March 2020 to June 

2020, there was a spike in social media use by all audiences: 

We found that stakeholders were on social media more than any other year, they 

were also more willing to listen to any updates and communication coming from 

the district. This gave us an opportunity to debunk in real-time a lot of false 

information being communicated throughout the district or region, as well as 

increase our credibility and exposure. 

Also, the innovative communication trend that proved more efficient to 

disseminate information to school district stakeholders during this time was the Live 

Facebook events.  The participant (Executive Director of Communications, School 

District F) expressed that the live streaming events hosted by the Superintendent helped 

reached more stakeholders: 

This gave our district an additional edge and more credibility. Districts from 

throughout the state and nation were afraid of using this tactic, but after they saw 

our success, a lot of them reached out for help.  With every live event, the district 

had a team of experts prepared to respond to the chat and a producer that would 

queue some of the most frequently asked questions to be answered live. 

In March 2020 when COVID-19 ensued, School District F did have a crisis 

communication plan in place, which did not include a global pandemic as the district had 

not faced one before.  The plan consisted of following an incident command structure 
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that included regular meetings with the Superintendent and providing regular updates 

from key administrators, including cabinet members in the areas of academics, human 

resources, operations, finance, health services, technology, police, and communications.  

The participant (Executive Director of Communications, School District F) shared the 

value of having a communications plan in preparation for a crisis: 

Having an existing crisis communication plan in responding to the pandemic was 

helpful as many of the key players were used to working together in crisis 

situations and knew what elements were needed to be deployed and executed. 

Within communications, we knew how often our stakeholders needed an update 

and who to connect them with if they needed assistance. 

As a result of COVID-19, the crisis communication plan changed to adapt as 

needed.  As this communication executive warned, “There was no end in sight for this 

crisis; it was unknown, and quickly adapting to change became part of the norm.”   

Among the major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with 

stakeholders were the constant updates and changes of the crisis.  To keep up, the 

communications team would number and add a date to every message (School District F, 

2022).   Also, she acknowledged that strategy that can be improved was faster response to 

any question or concern: “Although people may read incoming messages, or hear the 

news, they still want to be reassured by someone.”  The district created a hotline for 

students, parents, staff, and community members who had questions.  At the beginning of 

the pandemic, the volume of calls “was large enough resulting in an increase in wait time 

to speak to a representative, and the volumes of calls to the hotline increased with every 

surge or variant.” 
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The lessons learned for this communication executive is that school districts can 

strengthen communication strategies to adequately connect with stakeholders in the face 

of an unprecedented crisis by working together, responding quickly and timely, and being 

innovative in the district’s messaging.  She also added that “live interactions on social 

media are still one of our best tools to communicate, receive feedback, and provide 

responses to some of our stakeholders.”   The participant (Executive Director of 

Communications, School District F) shared that messages from a leadership team must be 

created together and distributed to all stakeholders who they supervise or work with to 

minimize confusion or miscommunication: 

Decisionmakers and district leaders must all have a seat at the table to work on 

joint solutions in times of crisis. This is imperative to ensure communication 

channels are strong, clear, concise, and transparent. Everybody must be on the 

same page and must have the opportunity to dialogue to come up with the best 

solutions that support all stakeholders’ questions. 

School District G 

The last public school district that participated in the study will be identified as 

School District G.  School District G is located Texas and encompasses 83 square miles 

with 22 campuses (School District G, 2022).  The school district serves over 20,000 

students in grades pre-kindergarten through 12th grade and has a workforce of 2,000 

employees.  The student body population demographics are 50% White, 31% Hispanic, 

8% Asian, and 5% African-American (School District G, 2022).   
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Superintendent 

The Superintendent of School District G has been at the helm of this district since 

2017.  She has served as an educator in Texas for 35 years, nine out of which she has 

been Superintendent in multiple school districts.  Her previous experience includes 

serving in various roles, including Chief Academic Officer, Deputy Superintendent, 

Assistant Superintendent of School Support, teacher, educational diagnostician, and 

speech language pathologist. 

Her experience in education over three decades has resulted in leading through 

multiple crises, including the terroristic attacks of 9-11, Hurricane Harvey, flooding 

situations, and ice storms.  Through each crisis, she determined that communication with 

stakeholders must be “consistent, frequent, and necessary to generate public’s trust” in 

the district.  In addition, she emphasized that the safety of students and staff should be the 

driving force in every crisis for leaders to decide and communicate any changes to 

stakeholders. 

The Superintendent of School District G described her leadership style as a 

“servant leader whose compassion was needed even more during the COVID-19 

pandemic.”  The participant (Superintendent, School District G) stated that the leadership 

style was empathetic in the face of unprecedented times: 

I think my servant heart of helping alongside my team was apparent with 

preparing and serving meals, deploying devices, assisting at clinics, and more.  

My door was always open for everyone. They knew I cared every step of the way, 

and that I was there to get through this with them. 
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Her leadership influenced public perception during the initial months of COVID-

19 as her focus on instruction and safety helped lead and influence the messaging and 

generate trust among stakeholders.  She asserted that she “was compassionate, fair and 

level-headed throughout and remained focused and used the voice of reason.” 

On March 16, 2020, the Superintendent announced the shutdown of schools with 

the following statement:  

We will continue to do our part in supporting the nation’s call to help stop the 

spread of COVID-19 within our community. With that, I wanted to inform you 

that today our district has made the difficult decision to remain closed through the 

end of the 2019-20 school year.” (School District G, 2020).   

When making the decision to close schools, this Superintendent considered the 

health and safety of all, as well as the uncertainties of the unprecedented times.  The 

decision to close schools and transition to virtual learning, which was made in 

collaboration with the leadership team, was communicated to stakeholders through 

emails, phone calls, videos, and letters.  The primary factor for closure was “the safety of 

students, parents, staff, and community.”  

The communication trends utilized to disseminate information to school district 

stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic included the traditional methods used 

effectively in the past, but with higher frequency.  These crisis communication strategies, 

which included videos, email blasts, phone calls, texts, and written communication, 

proved to be efficient for this school districts to connect with stakeholders and “helped 

calm people down while also engaging them frequently.”   
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In addition, non-traditional communication methods were utilized to connect with 

stakeholders during the pandemic.  As the leader of the district during the crisis, the 

Superintendent of School District G also produced videos to provide updates to staff, 

students, and families and was available for direct communication on a chat between 

stakeholders and the superintendent.  The district also increased its use of social media to 

disseminate pertinent information regarding decisions, updates, and details surrounding 

COVID-19. 

The lesson learned for this Superintendent was that in the middle of a crisis, it is 

imperative for district leaders to stay cohesive as a team, keep the community calm, and 

provide clear communications.  Also, the Superintendent learned that it is during a crisis 

more than ever when leaders should ensure to keep lines of communication open with all 

stakeholders to connect and engage during unprecedented times. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

Summary, Discussion of Findings, And Recommendations 
 
Introduction 
 

In the proceeding chapter, the presentation and analysis of data have been 

reported.  Chapter V consists of a summary of the study, discussion of the findings, 

implications, recommendations for further research, and conclusions.  The purpose of the 

latter sections is to expand upon the concepts that were studied in an effort to provide 

further understanding of the impact of communication during a crisis, the possible 

influence of superintendent’s leadership practice, and present suggestions for further 

research targeting the understanding of stakeholder engagement, trust, and perception in 

the midst of a crisis.  Finally, a conclusion is provided to capture the core and extent of 

the purpose of this research. 

Summary of the Study 
 

The primary objective of this research was to identify what crisis communication 

practices and methods were utilized and what factors were considered by superintendents 

and communication executives when the COVID-19 pandemic impacted public school 

districts across the United States between March 2020 and June 2020.  Specifically, the 

purpose was to learn from the perspectives of superintendents and/or communication 

executives from seven public school districts different in size, demographics, and 

location from various states in America about what they believed was the most successful 

method utilized to connect with stakeholders during a crisis. 

The study included 10 participants (one Chancellor, five Superintendents, two 

Chief Communications Officers, and two Executive Directors of Communications) 
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selected from seven public school districts ranging from mid-size to large size in four 

different states, New York, Florida, Ohio, and Texas.  The research questions of the 

qualitative study focused on: 

1. How does crisis communication compare or differ for school districts under 

normal conditions and in the time of pandemic? 

2. What considerations did superintendents (district chief executive) include in the 

process to determine appropriate crisis communication platforms, formats, styles, 

and strategies to utilize during the time of pandemic? 

3. What was the perspective of superintendents and district communications 

executives about the methods that were most successful in communicating during 

a pandemic? 

Discussion of the Findings 

There is limited research regarding crisis communication practices by public 

school districts in the midst of a global pandemic.  The goal of this study was to identify 

what factors influenced communication by superintendents and communication 

executives in public school districts with stakeholders when COVID-19 resulted in the 

shutdown of schools between March 2020 and June 2020. This section discusses the 

implications of the findings for each of the three research questions provided. 

Research Question One  

 How does crisis communication compare or differ for school districts under 

normal conditions and in the time of pandemic? Absent a crisis, under normal operating 

conditions, public school districts communicate with their stakeholders through 

traditional channels of communication, including electronic and print media.  During the 
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initial months of the coronavirus pandemic when families were quarantined at home, 

face-to-face communication was a barrier due to the physical distancing requirements.  

While electronic communication, such as email blasts, or print communication, such as 

mailers, are effective under normal conditions for school districts to communicate with 

their stakeholders, these traditional methods of communications were not fully effective 

during a global pandemic.  The participants of the seven districts acknowledged that 

many families were unable to be located either “because they moved from their homes or 

had no access to internet connectivity,” creating a problem for school districts to 

communicate with them through traditional methods (Chief Communications Officer, 

School District B).  The seven participating districts vary in size, geographic location, 

and demographics resulting in each having their own unique audience.  While each 

district utilized different methods to communicate with their stakeholders under normal 

conditions, in the time of pandemic they utilized diverse and new strategies more 

frequently to disseminate information.  Some of the traditional communication methods 

that were effective for all seven districts included the use of mass text and call 

notifications because the dissemination of information was instantaneous and reached 

stakeholders directly on their personal phones.  Some of the non-traditional 

communication methods that were effective included the use of social media, live 

streaming, video chats, and out-of-the-box strategies with the collaboration of media 

outlets and other key partnerships. 

During a global pandemic, non-traditional communication methods worked for all 

seven school districts.  These non-traditional methods, which will be discussed in depth 

in questions two and three of this study, included, but were not limited to, the use of 
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social media, live chats, video streaming, and production of televised educational lessons 

through media partnerships.  In contrast to normal conditions, these non-traditional 

methods were utilized more frequently, and spontaneously as new developments of the 

pandemic needed to be communicated to stakeholders. Frequent, constant communication 

proved to be indispensable in the midst of a crisis as opposed to normal conditions.  

School districts that provided constant communication through various platforms to staff, 

students, parents, and community members during the COVID-19 pandemic were more 

effective in sharing important updates, details, and crucial information.  All participants 

of the study reaffirmed the significance of disseminating information to internal and 

external stakeholders timely, accurately, and frequently.  Consistent messaging with both 

internal and external audiences is fundamental for school districts to generate trust and 

clear any confusion among staff or students.  To ensure consistency, messaging should be 

crafted centrally in the school district, be customized to specific audiences, and have 

uniformity. 

Research Question Two 

 What considerations did superintendents (district chief executive) include in the 

process to determine appropriate crisis communication platforms, formats, styles, and 

strategies to utilize during the time of pandemic? The primary consideration that 

superintendents considered during a crisis was safety.  All the participants of the study 

agreed that safety was their guiding compass in the midst of a global pandemic in making 

decisions and communicating information.  Thus, messaging reinforced the safety of 

students, staff, parents, and families, which in turn, according to the participants, 

generated support, provided reassurance, and reinforced trust with the community.  
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Superintendents should include safety in the process to determine crisis communication 

platforms, formats, styles, and strategics to utilize during the time of a pandemic.  With 

safety as the driving message, school districts need to respond rapidly and effectively in 

times of crisis regardless of the district size.  Since crises are unpredictable, school 

districts should ensure that communication of decisions impacting students and staff is 

shared quickly with safety as the guiding compass.  The response time of the district in 

deciding and communicating that decision to stakeholders influences public perception 

and trust. 

Another consideration made in the process to determine appropriate crisis 

communication was the means to deliver a message, which is just as crucial as the 

message itself during a pandemic.  All the participants agreed that during the initial 

months of the pandemic, more than one communication channel was used to distribute 

the significant information from the school districts to ensure that the various 

communities facing diverse challenges were reached.  The COVID-19 pandemic 

impacted school districts in unexpected ways, bringing to light disparities and inequities 

in technology, connectivity, poverty, health care, relocation, and multiple unforeseen 

circumstances.  As a result, some school districts were unable to reach families that 

relocated or were unconnected.  Both traditional and non-traditional communication 

strategies were utilized to connect with stakeholders.  While school districts utilized their 

traditional communication platforms to communicate with families, in some instances, 

the email blasts never reached its destination.  The utilization of a mass notification 

system to call and notify stakeholders immediately as the crisis was imminent was useful 

for all participating districts.  The district’s mass communication system was invaluable 
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in providing staff, students, and parents with district updates, including closures, meal 

distribution site information, sanitation, and more.  Nevertheless, some school districts 

improvised and utilized outside-the-box communication strategies to connect with their 

stakeholders who were unable to be reached by utilizing new and innovative methods.  

From televised lessons airing on local media TV channels, to superintendents conducting 

LIVE chats with stakeholders or recording video updates, these innovative strategies 

proved successful to the school districts that utilized them as a means to reach more 

families. 

Research Question Three 

 What was the perspective of superintendents and district communications 

executives about the methods that were most successful in communicating during a 

pandemic? The perspectives of all the superintendents and communication executives 

who participated in the study aligned in recognizing that one of the most successful 

methods in communicating with stakeholders during a pandemic is for the leader of the 

district to be front and center as a megaphone of crisis communication.  All the 

participants concurred that as leaders of the public school districts, superintendents are 

the primary voice that stakeholders want to hear in the midst of a crisis.  The chancellor 

and superintendents from midsize to large school districts in the states of New York, 

Florida, Ohio, and Texas who participating in the study all led front and center during the 

initial months of the global pandemic, providing updates to stakeholders in multiple 

ways, including press conferences, videos, chats, and both traditional and non-traditional 

communication platforms.  They agreed that as leaders they should be the primary voice 

of the district and should communicate clearly and frequently with all stakeholders 
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before, during, and after a crisis.  Additionally, the participating superintendents and 

chancellor found that collaborative, decisive, and compassionate leadership increased 

stakeholder engagement during a crisis.  Also, the Superintendents shared that keeping 

the Board of Trustees of their school districts informed on all new developments and 

decisions during COVID-19 was imperative since Trustees serve as ambassadors and 

provide an additional voice for their communities.  The school district leaders who 

participated in the study all stated they saw the value in making decisions even when all 

the information was unknown, collaborating with cabinet and team members to ensure 

the work was done and information was disseminated, and they were empathetic to the 

needs of the community impacted by COVID-19. 

The participants of all seven districts agreed that when a crisis occurs, one of the 

first places that stakeholders turn to for information is social media.  As a result, the use 

of social media during a global pandemic is crucial and effective as it amplifies all 

stakeholders’ voices in a crisis and provides an additional platform to reach more 

audiences.  While all the school district participants utilized social media to connect with 

their audiences on a day-to-day basis, during the initial stages of the global pandemic, the 

pressure to inform stakeholders skyrocketed.  Social media provided a platform for 

school districts to provide real-time updates on new developments during the challenging 

time.  For the communications teams working at the center of the COVID-19 pandemic 

in these school districts, social media platforms were one of the top ways to get pertinent 

information to the community.  In addition, the communication executives noted that 

social media also served as a two-way communication avenue to connect with people and 

respond to the numerous questions posted.  They added that social media in the midst of a 



 

 

119 

 

crisis provided rapid, direct updates to their audiences, provided support to stakeholders, 

and provided two-way communication.  All participants agreed that social media is a 

valuable tool to engage with stakeholders as it provided a virtual space for stakeholders to 

bond and share information during the pandemic.  Social media networks, including 

Instagram, Facebook, Twitter and more, can be utilized by school districts to connect 

with diverse audiences in times of crisis. 

The existence of a crisis communication plan in a school district is effective when 

communicating during a global pandemic.  Some of the school districts had an existing 

crisis communication plan in place in March 2020 when COVID-19 caused the shutdown 

of schools.  Those districts with the plan in place, which listed other crises such as 

flooding, school shootings, tornados and more, recognized that the existing crisis 

communication plan did not mention a global pandemic in the plan, as one had not 

occurred in the previous 100 years.  However, the existence of a crisis communication 

plan proved to be effective during the pandemic for these participating districts because it 

contained a step-by-step structure for communicating with all stakeholders (parents, 

students, staff, media, and community members) in the event of an emergency incident.  

The crisis communication plan was a vital part of emergency preparedness and response 

that aligned to the district’s vision, beliefs, and superintendent’s priorities.  A crisis 

communication plan helps define and assign the duties of a crisis team, outlines roles and 

responsibilities, details the steps to take in a crisis event, indicates whom to contact, 

provides available resources, outlines procedures, and provides follow-up measures.  

While the existing plans did not have information regarding COVID-19 since it was 

something new, the participants of these districts reiterated they were useful in helping 
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them follow a system in place that had worked before in other emergency situations.  

Nevertheless, they all agreed, that a crisis communication plan should be a living 

document that must be updated regularly based on new crises, protocols, and lessons 

learned. 

Another communication method that proved successful during the initial months 

of the pandemic for public school districts was the partnership with media to disseminate 

information.  In addition to press conferences, press releases and media pitches, school 

districts utilized news media in different ways to reach more audiences.  Two of the 

participating districts partnered with the local television stations to broadcast for free 

instructional lessons for students who were quarantined at home during the initial months 

of the global pandemic and had no access to internet.  During a pandemic, media outlets 

expressed a social responsibility to partner with school districts to help disseminate 

information, inform families, and reach students. 

Outside-the-box communication strategies during a crisis are fundamental to 

expand reach.  All the participants of the study coincided that, during the initial months 

of the pandemic when many families were unable to be found and many more did not 

have the technology or internet connectivity, the use of innovative and out-of-the-box 

communication methods were instrumental in ensuring that the message from the school 

district reached the intendent recipients.  From LIVE chats to TV lessons, the school 

districts utilized non-traditional methods to communicate with stakeholders successfully. 

Implications for Practice 
 

A crisis can occur at any time and the absence of communication during uncertain 

times can result in lack of trust and support in a public school district by its stakeholders. 
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Many parents, students, staff, and community members have called for greater 

communication from public school districts in the midst of a crisis, even more so during a 

global pandemic.  Local, state, and federal governments have provided different guidance 

and communication protocols during an emergency, but public school districts vary by 

size, conditions, demographics, and economic levels, providing there is no one size-fits-

all model of communication to ensure all audiences are reached in a crisis.   

The findings of this study have far-reaching implications for public school 

districts to communicate in the midst of a crisis.  For superintendents or chancellors, this 

study offers insight into what communication strategies are more likely to positively 

influence stakeholder engagement.  It also provides superintendents a good idea of how 

their leadership and communication role during a crisis can affect public perception.  For 

communication executives in public school districts, this study provides an in-depth view 

on how crisis communication is imperative during a global pandemic.  The rich themes 

that emerged from this qualitative study and were identified as best practices for public 

school districts involving crisis communication includes the following (Appendix D): 

Frequent Communication 

Stakeholders want and need to be informed immediately, accurately, and 

frequently when a crisis evolves.  Internal and external stakeholders want to be aware and 

be notified by the school district of any crucial information regarding the impact of a 

pandemic on instruction, workplace, and other developing updates.  There is a parallel 

between constant flow of information during a crisis and stakeholders engaging with 

school districts to stay abreast of the latest developments. 

Social Media 
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There is an upsurge in the utilization of social media by multiple stakeholders, 

including students, staff, parents, and community members, during and after a crisis.  As 

a result, school districts should increase the use of social media during a pandemic to 

connect with stakeholders.  School district leaders and communication executives should 

utilize multiple social media channels to disseminate information from the school district 

to all audiences.  Social media provides school districts the opportunity to reach more 

audiences instantly.  Two-way communication is also possible through social media, 

providing stakeholders a platform to ask questions and receive prompt responses.  School 

districts should closely monitor social media platforms for messages regarding district-

related news and misinformation that needs to be corrected. 

Leaders Front and Center 

Superintendents or chancellors of school districts should lead front and center 

during a global pandemic as the leading voice of communication for the school district.  

As such, they should provide constant updates of decisions made impacting the school 

district and stakeholders.  In addition, Superintendents should find innovative ways to 

connect with audiences during a pandemic if traditional methods are not as effective.  A 

superintendent’s role during a crisis, regardless of if the school district they lead is small, 

medium or large in size, is crucial to ensure that communication is shared with 

stakeholders.  While there are different leadership styles, during a global pandemic, 

superintendents or chancellors who are decisive, collaborative, and compassionate can 

connect and engage with internal and external stakeholders. 

Safety in Messaging 
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  Crisis communication should help stakeholders understand the “why” of the 

decisions made by the district, such as the closing of schools or transitioning to virtual 

learning.  During a pandemic, citing safety as the primary reason for decisions and 

reinforcing the messaging around the health and safety of students, staff, and families 

helps generate support and trust by stakeholders.   

Crisis Communications Plan 

Having a crisis communications plan in place is vital in helping school districts 

respond in an emergency.  While the global pandemic took everyone by surprise and the 

existing crisis communication plans did not account for COVID-19, the processes, 

flowchart, and systems previously used in a crisis help save time when a new emergency 

arises.   While crises vary, updating and adjusting a crisis communications plan is helpful 

for public school districts to have a strategy in place when the next crisis emerges.    

Multiple Strategies 

Both traditional and non-traditional communication strategies should be utilized 

in a pandemic to ensure all audiences are reached.  While traditional methods might reach 

some stakeholders, non-traditional methods should be explored during a pandemic to 

ensure more stakeholders are reached.  Innovative communication strategies should be 

embraced by school districts during pandemic, such as live streaming and chats. 

Media Partners 

During a pandemic, media outlets share a social responsibility to get the word out.  

School districts should enhance media partnerships and collaborate on new ways to 

communicate with audiences.   

Avoid Too Much Information, Too Soon 
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 While the best practices identified above include providing frequent updates to 

stakeholders, this study also identified that providing too much information too soon 

should be avoided by school district to prevent confusion.  Several of the participating 

districts shared that at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic there was a lot of 

information that was shared by school districts, in some cases daily, but the data was 

changing rapidly.  In some instances, the data would change the following day, requiring 

school districts to provide a retraction of previous communication given and new updates 

to be shared with stakeholders.  Some school districts heard feedback from their 

communities that the information was confusing.  As a result, some school districts 

implemented as a better practice a selected day for updates that would allow the district 

to gather more data and be able to provide more accurate information to stakeholders.   

Recommendations for Future Research 
 

The goal of this study was to investigate the effect of crisis communication on 

stakeholder engagement in the midst of a global pandemic.  Data was collected to test 

three research questions relating to this goal.  The information was studied, and many 

significant findings resulted from examination of the research.  The findings, although 

significant, have some limitations.  One limitation of the findings is providing 

specifically what should crisis communication consist of for school districts. For 

example, can too much information cause confusion for stakeholders when a crisis is 

evolving, and what type of training is needed for individuals disseminating the crisis 

communication? 

Future research into this subject should focus on proper planning, strategic 

dissemination of information, and innovative ways to engage unreachable and 
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disconnected stakeholders when a crisis, such as a global pandemic, unexpectedly strikes.  

Specifically, researchers should study what effective crisis communication strategies 

should be for school districts.  Also, future research provides an opportunity to review 

how can frequent information disseminated in a crisis negatively impact public 

perception if the information keeps changing as the crisis evolves.  Also, researchers can 

explore feedback mechanisms, such as surveys of stakeholders, to gauge what 

communication strategies by the school district proved effective to adequately connect 

with them in the face of an unprecedented crisis, as well as gauge how they prefer to 

receive their information.  Also, researchers can study what necessary training should 

consist of for superintendent and communication executives in public school districts to 

ensure that they are better prepared in the face of uncertainty. 

Future research should also explore and differentiate crisis communication for 

urban, rural, and suburban school districts.  The research should explore what methods, 

strategies, and platforms are utilized to engage with stakeholders from small versus large 

school districts.  In addition, the future research should attempt to understand how 

reaching different audiences in urban, rural, and suburban public school districts impacts 

the channels and strategies utilized to communicate during a crisis.  Furthermore, future 

research should compare and contrast crisis communication in public, private, and charter 

school districts to identify and differentiate best practices depending on the school 

district.   Finally, future research should explore the communication strategies that school 

districts should adopt and implement at the end of a crisis leading out of the pandemic or 

other crisis situation to assist superintendents and communication executives with 

messaging and engaging with stakeholders during this pertinent time. 
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Conclusion 
 

The findings of this study expanded the work of researchers in the area of crisis 

communication of public school districts with stakeholders, specifically in the midst of a 

global pandemic. The rich themes that emerged from the qualitative research that reflect 

the best practices by school districts involving crisis communication are the following: 

• Communication during a crisis should highlight the safety and well-being of 

students and staff as the primary reason for any changes communicated to internal 

and external stakeholders. 

• Top executive level educational administrators (school superintendents or 

chancellors) are the face of the district during a crisis and the most significant 

voice of the school district, and they should lead front and center with empathy. 

• Crisis communication should be updated frequently and be disseminated in 

multiple platforms, both traditional and non-traditional, to reach different 

audiences facing diverse challenges in a crisis. 

• Social media is heavily utilized by all stakeholders during a crisis, and school 

districts should not shy away from utilizing social media platforms to provide 

updates, but also to open a two-way communications window with stakeholders. 

• Crisis communication plans provide guidance but should be adaptive depending 

on the crisis situation. 

• Partnerships with media outlets are imperative during a crisis to expand reach and 

inform and educate the district’s stakeholders. 

• Out-of-the-box communication methods should be utilized to break messaging 

barriers created by a crisis. 
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As the researcher with a background in communication, the best practices identified 

through this study are valuable, substantive, and essential to guide public school districts 

in the effective dissemination of information during a crisis.  The data gathered supports 

the emerging themes identified through the qualitative research and corroborate that 

connecting with stakeholders during a global pandemic, when school is out, crisis 

communication is in. 
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Questions: Superintendent/Chancellor 

Role/Experience 
1. What was your role and responsibilities in the school district between March 

2020 to June 2020? 
2. How many years of experience do you have as superintendent of schools? 

Please include all other positions held in education.  
3. Describe other major crises, other than the pandemic, have you experienced and 

led through as school superintendent?  
 
Leadership Style  

4. Describe your leadership style? 
5. How did your leadership change to adapt to the unprecedented times of the 

pandemic? 
 
School closure due to Covid-19  

6. When did you decide to close schools due to the threat of Covid-19 and how 
long did the closure last? 

7. What factors did you take into consideration and how was your decision made 
to shutdown schools?  

8. How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
9. What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching 

and learning? 
10. What was the biggest pressure you encountered when making your decision to 

close schools? 
 

Crisis Communication  
11. What was your role as school superintendent during to global pandemic to 

engage with stakeholders? 
12. How did your leadership during the crisis influence public perception? 
13. What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information 

to school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic?   
14. Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be 

efficient for school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
15. How do school districts strengthen communication approaches to adequately 

inform all stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis?  
 
Lessons Learned 

16. What were your greatest concerns? 
17. What would you describe as the greatest accomplishment? 
18. What could have or should have been done differently? 
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APPENDIX B  
Interview Questions: Chief Communications Officer/ 

Executive Director of Communications 
 
Role/Experience 

1. Please describe your role and years associated with the school district? 
2. Overall, how many years of experience do you have in school communications? 
3. What was your title and work duties during the closure of schools due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic between March to June 2020? 
 
School closure due to Covid-19  

4. When did your school district first close schools due to Covid-19 and how long 
did the closure last? 

5. How was the decision made to shutdown schools?  
6. How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
7. What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching 

and learning? 
 

Crisis Communication Strategies  
8. Did you have a crisis communication plan in place? 
9. If so, how helpful was the existing crisis communication plan in responding to 

the pandemic? 
10. What communication strategies did you utilize to connect with staff, students, 

and parents? 
11. Specifically, which of the crisis communication strategies did you implement? 
12. What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information 

to school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic?   
 
Challenges 

13. What were the major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with 
stakeholders? 

14. What type of feedback did you receive from the public and how was it 
addressed regarding communication? 

15. What could have or should have been done differently? 
 
Lessons Learned  
 

16. Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be 
efficient for school districts to engage with stakeholders? 

17. How do school districts strengthen communication approaches to adequately 
inform all stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis?  

18. What worked and what can be improved?  
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APPENDIX C – School District & Participant(s) 

 

District Name Participant(s) District Size Geographical 
Location 

Demographics 

School District 
A 

Chancellor  Largest school 
district in the 
U.S., 1.1 million 
students 
135,000 staff 

New York  40% Hispanic, 
24% Black, 16% 
Asian, 14% 
White 

School District B Superintendent & 
Chief 
Communications 
Officer  

Fourth-largest in 
the U.S.,  
356,000 students,  
12,900 staff 

Florida  72% Hispanic, 
19% African-
American, 6.5% 
White, 1% White, 
1% Asian/Pacific 
Islander 

School District C  Superintendent  Second-largest in 
Texas,  
153,000 students, 
22,000 staff  

North Texas  70% 
Hispanic/Latino, 
20% 
Black/African-
American,  
5% White, 1 % 
White, <1% 
Indian/Alaskan, 
Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander  

School District 
D 

Superintendent & 
Executive Director of 
Communications  

Fourth-largest in 
Texas,  
107,000 students, 
12,000 staff  

South Texas 67% Hispanic, 
18% White, 6% 
African-
American, 3% 
Asian 

School District E Chief 
Communications 
Officer  

Second-largest in 
Ohio,  
35,600 students,  
5,300 staff  

Ohio  63% African-
American, 17% 
Hispanic, 14% 
White, 4% Other 

School District F Superintendent & 
Executive Director of 
Communications  

Second-largest in 
Hidalgo County,  
32,000 students 

Texas-Mexico 
Border 

99% Hispanic, 
93 % 
Economically 
Disadvantaged, 
41 % Limited 
English Proficient  

School District 
G 

Superintendent 20,000 students, 
2,000 staff 

Southeast 
Texas 

50% White, 31% 
Hispanic, 8% 
Asian, 5% 
African-American 
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APPENDIX D – Emerging Themes 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

School 
District A  

School 
District B  

School 
District C 
Overlap  

School 
District D 

School 
District E  

School 
District F 

School 
District G 

Over
lap 

Safety  Safety  Safety  Safety  Safety  Safety  Safety  Yes 
(7/7) 

Social 
Media  

Social 
media  

Social 
media 

Social 
media  

Social 
media  

Social 
media  

Social 
media  

Yes  
(7/7) 

Leader of 
District 
Top 
Communi
cator   

Leader of 
District 
Top 
Communi
cator 

Leader of 
District 
Top 
Communi
cator 

Leader of 
District 
Top 
Communi
cator 

Leader of 
District 
Top 
Communi
cator 

Leader of 
District 
Top 
Communi
cator 

Leader of 
District 
Top 
Communi
cator 

Yes 
(7/7) 

Frequent 
News 
Updates 

Frequent 
News 
Updates 

Frequent 
News 
Updates 

Frequent 
News 
Updates 

Frequent 
News 
Updates 

Frequent 
News 
Updates 

Frequent 
News 
Updates 

Yes 
(7/7) 

Two-way 
communi
cation 

Need  Two-way 
communi
cation 

Need Two-way 
communi
cation 

Two-way 
communi
cation 

Two-way 
communi
cation 

No 
(5/7) 

Crisis 
Communi
cation 
Plan  

Crisis 
Communi
cation 
Plan 

Crisis 
Communi
cation 
Plan 

Not 
formal 
plan, but 
yes 
protocols 

Crisis 
Communi
cation 
Plan  

Crisis 
Communi
cation 
Plan 

Not 
formal 
plan 

No 
(5/7) 

Video 
Messages 
/Live 
Chats  

Video 
Messages 
/Live 
Chats 

Video 
Messages  

Video 
Messages 
/Live 
Chats 

Video 
Messages 
/Live 
Chats 

Video 
Messages 
/Live 
Chats 

Video 
Messages 
/Live 
Chats 

Yes 
(7/7) 

Media  Media  Media  Media  Media  Media  Media  Yes 
(7/7) 

Traditiona
l 
Platforms  

Traditiona
l 
Platforms 

Traditiona
l 
Platforms 

Traditiona
l 
Platforms 

Traditiona
l 
Platforms 

Traditiona
l 
Platforms 

Traditiona
l 
Platforms 

Yes 
(7/7) 

Innovativ
e 
Communi
cation 
Platforms  

Innovativ
e 
Communi
cation 
Platforms 

Innovativ
e 
Communi
cation 
Platforms 

Innovativ
e 
Communi
cation 
Platforms 

Innovativ
e 
Communi
cation 
Platforms 

Innovativ
e 
Communi
cation 
Platforms 

Innovativ
e 
Communi
cation 
Platforms 

Yes 
(7/7) 
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APPENDIX E – School District A Participant(s) Responses 
 

Chancellor 

Role/Experience 
 

1. What was your role and what were your responsibilities in the school district 
between March 2020 to June 2020? 

 
During this time period, I was the Chancellor of School District A.  I was 
responsible for the largest school system in America. 

 
2. How many years of experience do you have as superintendent of schools? Please 

include all other positions held in education. 
 

I have 10 years of experience as a superintendent of schools/chancellor of 
schools.  During my 33 years as an educator, I’ve held the positions of: 

● Bilingual Social Studies Teacher 
● Music Teacher 
● High School Assistant Principal  
● High School Principal (2 states) 
● Region Superintendent 
● Deputy Superintendent 
● Superintendent 
● Chancellor 

 
3. Describe other major crises, other than the Covid-19 pandemic, that you have 

experienced and led through as school superintendent? 
 

As a school superintendent, I led through, and the recovery from, Hurricane 
Harvey - to this day the most destructive hurricane in US history.  In addition, 
I’ve also led several school districts through school shooting incidents, student 
deaths due to accidents, and various instances of employee misconduct with 
students. 
 

Leadership Style 
 
 4. Describe your leadership style? 
 

I am an inclusive and supportive leader.  I believe in hiring the best people for the 
positions and support them in achieving our vision.  I am not a micromanager.  I 
believe my job as a leader is to develop talent and support leaders to reach their 
greatest potential. 
 

5. How did your leadership style changed in order to adapt to the unprecedented 
times of the pandemic? 
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I don’t think my leadership style changed per se.  On the contrary, the investment 
in developing strong leaders in every echelon of my cabinet permitted us to pivot 
and react to the everchanging facets thrown to us with COVID-19.  We were 
literally acting on hourly updates and no one had the definitive truth on what was 
happening, much less what to do.  So, I needed self-confident leaders on my 
cabinet that could and would speak “truth to power.”  That allowed me to make 
decisions - knowing that my cabinet was not telling me what they thought I 
needed to hear - but rather, what I needed to hear to make the best decisions.  
They trusted me - I trusted them. That’s how we were able to get through. 
 

6. What attributes of your leadership style were successful in responding to Covid-
19? Please describe. 

 
I hired the best people for the job.  I trusted them to do their job.  I did not 
micromanage, but rather, I trusted that they had the best interests of our district at 
their core.  I provided the political aircover for them to do what they needed to do 
- in the best interests of our students and community. 

School closure due to Covid-19 
 

7. When did you decide to close schools due to the threat of Covid-19 and how long 
did the closure last? 

 
Working with the mayors’ office, staff, and the medical professionals, we 
ultimately decided to pivot to “remote learning” on March 15, 2020.  We 
officially “closed” schools to in-person learning and began remote learning on 
March 18, 2020 (72 hours).  The closure lasted for five months. 
 

8. What factors did you take into consideration and how was your decision made to 
shutdown schools? 

 
The mayor and his team of medical experts conferred with us on the closure.  In 
March of 2020, we were the “epicenter of the epicenter” of the COVID-19 
outbreak in the United States.  Our hospitals were filled with COVID patients.  
Our morgues were overrun with deaths.  We were scrambling to dig graves in 
parks. We were standing up mobile medical facilities.  The National Guard was 
mobilized.  The decision was obvious and clear. 
 

9. How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
 
We initiated a multilingual information campaign utilizing all media outlets: TV, 
radio, email, websites, text messaging, social media sites, and multiple media 
appearances by me - the Chancellor. 
 

10. What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning, during the physical closure of schools? 
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We immediately engaged computer hardware providers to purchase hundreds of 
thousand devices.  As the largest school system in America, we were able to 
secure a “first in line” position to purchase devices. We also mobilized our 
printing center to produce hard copies of lessons and activity packets that we 
could distribute to students that did not have devices. We mobilized a “strike 
team” of curriculum experts to engage with virtual curriculum vendors and 
providers in order vet and recommend the best resources to populate a 
“curriculum hub” for our teachers.  We worked with our Food Service 
Department to provide meals to students and their families during the school 
closure.  Everyone was fed.  Over the five months of closure, we still fed over 10 
million meals. We contracted with private delivery services to deliver curricular 
activities and meals to students (and their families) who could not go to the 
school.  

Crisis Communications 
 

11. What was the biggest pressure you faced when making your decision to close 
schools as superintendent? 

 
Knowing that not all students would do well in a closure.  But that was mitigated 
by knowing that closing schools was, literally, saving lives. 
 

12. What role did you play as school superintendent during to global pandemic to 
engage with stakeholders? Provide some examples of how you communicated 
with stakeholders during this time. 

 
My role was 24/7.  Town halls, TV interviews, newspaper editorial boards, 
endless calls with elected officials.  My role was to communicate, in multiple 
languages, with the community on what we were doing and why.  No one was 
satisfied with the level of engagement (including me), but we were operating in 
uncharted territory. 
 

13. How did your leadership influence public perception during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020)? 
 
I strongly feel that my presence offered a solid footing of leadership based on 
keeping students and staff safe.  I heard that feedback constantly. 
 

14. What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic (March 2020-June 
2020)?  
 
We went to where our stakeholders were, rather than expect them to come to us.  
This included my appearing on the daily mayoral press conference updating our 
communities on the pandemic. We also enlisted Community Based Organizations 
(CBO’s), faith-based organizations, advocacy groups, and locally elected bodies 
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CEC’s (Community Education Councils), elected officials at the local and state 
level to leverage our message. 
 

15. Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient 
for school districts to engage with stakeholders? 

 
They were insufficient.  We had to adapt and learn to communicate in totally 
different ways as I detailed in the previous question. 
 

16. How did your school district strengthen communication strategies to adequately 
inform all stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis? 
 
Please see #14 
 

17. As school superintendent, what was your greatest concern during the first months 
of Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) and how did you face it? 
 
Keeping my students, staff, and community from dying.  Period.  We faced it by 
listening to the medical professionals and, at times, having to make very difficult 
decisions in the sake of keeping our people safe. 

Lessons Learned 
 

18. What would you describe as your greatest accomplishment during the first 
months of Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) as school superintendent? 

 
We survived!  We pivoted the largest school district in America to remote 
learning in 72 hours. While imperfect, we responded, adapted, pivoted, and 
survived.  I feel strongly that we saved lives. 
 

19. When reflecting on the first months of Covid-19 and your response as 
superintendent, what could you have or should have done differently? 
 
We did the best we could do with the information and authority we had.   
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APPENDIX F – School District B Participant(s) Responses 
 

Superintendent  

Role/Experience  

1.What was your role and what were your responsibilities in the school district between 
March 2020 to June 2020?  
  
I was Superintendent of Schools between March 2020 and June 2020, which meant that I 
was ultimately responsible for the day-to-day administration and operation of School 
District B, the fourth-largest school system in the nation.  
  
 2. How many years of experience do you have as superintendent of schools? Please 
include all other positions held in education.   

  
I have been Superintendent of School District B since September of 2008.  Prior to that, I 
was an Associate Superintendent over Intergovernmental Affairs, Grants Administration, 
and Community Services. Before that role, I served as Assistant Superintendent, Chief 
Communications Officer, a school site administrator, and teacher.   

   
3.Describe other major crises, other than the Covid-19 pandemic, that you have 
experienced and led through as school superintendent?  
  
Living in Florida, one of the realities we often have to contend with is an annual 
hurricane season that starts on June 1 and ends on November 30. During my tenure as 
Superintendent, I have navigated the system through many hurricanes. In addition, being 
so close to Latin America and the Caribbean, School District B often hosts students who 
are displaced due to significant challenges and crises faced in countries in that region. 
This has included natural disasters such as earthquakes and hurricanes, as well as 
situations arising from political unrest.  

Leadership Style  

4.Describe your leadership style.  
  
Overall, my leadership style is collaborative, and, recognizing my team’s expertise in 
their functional areas, I provide my direct reports with a significant amount of autonomy.  
Additionally, I often seek feedback from individuals across multiple levels of the 
organization to really gauge what the impact of the decision-making at the highest levels 
is on folks who are closest to the real work of the system – the leaders and teachers in 
schools. Part of my leadership style is to be out in the community as much as I can. It has 
always been important to me to see how the decisions my team and I are making are 
impacting students and their families.   
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5.How did your leadership style changed in order to adapt to the unprecedented times of 
the pandemic?  
  
In retrospect, I think my style became a bit more autocratic – so many decisions had to be 
made in a very short amount of time, and there wasn’t always time to convene my 
leadership team the way I typically would. In addition, it was much harder to connect 
with school leaders, teachers, students, and parents because going out in the community 
wasn’t much of an option when the entire city was essentially shut down.   

  
6.What attributes of your leadership style were successful in responding to Covid-19? 
Please describe.   
  
I think my focus on outcomes and really innovating when there is an identified need were 
critical during the pandemic. We knew our community was struggling with the disruption 
caused by COVID-19, especially given the high level of poverty. Our schools truly 
became hubs for information, resources, and a sense of routine and normalcy (as much as 
could possibly be provided during an unprecedented crisis like COVID-19), and this 
made all the difference in terms of our ability to respond. My team and I found innovative 
solutions because we had to – and we knew it was more important than ever to ensure 
that our stakeholders knew our school system was ready to respond to their needs, no 
matter what they were.  

School closure due to Covid-19  

7.When did you decide to close schools due to the threat of Covid-19 and how long did 
the closure last?  
  
The decision to close schools in School District B was made on Friday, March 13, 2020, 
following a confirmed COVID case at one of our schools. All schools were physically 
closed from March 16, 2020, through October 5, 2020, when we began implementing a 
phased approach for students to return to in-person learning (as required by the State of 
Florida). All students were required to return to in-person learning at the start of the 
2021-2022 school year.  

   
8.What factors did you take into consideration and how was your decision made to 
shutdown schools?   
  
The health and safety of our students and workforce were at the forefront of the decision 
that was made to close schools. As you may recall, so little was known about the 
coronavirus at the time, and there was no clear indication on when a vaccine would 
become available. Keeping our schools open when there was already a confirmed case, 
especially in a community as mobile and transient, could have potentially put others’ 
health in jeopardy.  

  
9.How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders?  
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News media, website, automated messages to families via voice, email, and text; radio 
communication, and social media.  

  
10.What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning, during the physical closure of schools?  
  
During the physical closure of schools, all of our operations, including instruction, shifted 
to a virtual format. School District B made use of Microsoft Teams for teaching and 
learning, as well as for departments to carry out their business functions. Zoom was also 
leveraged to engage with the public, such as new hires that we were processing for 
employment and for our procurement functions.   

Crisis Communications  

11.What was the biggest pressure you faced when making your decision to close schools 
as superintendent?  
  
There were a few – namely, instructional continuity and the issues of equity associated 
with that. We knew that some students entrusted to us would have a more difficult time 
accessing the technology they needed to connect with their teachers – so we deployed 
hundreds of thousands of devices and hotspots to ensure this wasn’t a barrier. 
Additionally, when you close a school system, all of its operations are impacted – bus 
drivers, food service, maintenance, etc. School District B is the largest employer in the 
county, and a shutdown in our operations meant that some of our employees would not be 
able to perform their functions, like driving school buses. Luckily, we were able to 
continue paying our employees whose job functions were impacted as a result of the 
system shutdown, and we found creative ways to leverage their skills while we 
transitioned to remote operations/teaching and learning.  
   
12.What role did you play as school superintendent during the global pandemic to engage 
with stakeholders? Provide some examples of how you communicated with stakeholders 
during this time.  
  
As Superintendent, I am the CEO and, really, the face of the school system. I 
communicated with stakeholders through a variety of means during the pandemic, 
namely through news conferences, social media, automated voice and email messaging 
with employees and families, Twitter chats, and virtual town hall meetings.  

  
13.How did your leadership influence public perception during the first months of Covid-
19 (March 2020-June 2020)?  
  
Overall, schools became hubs for information and resources during the first few months 
of the pandemic. This was something that we, as a school system, leveraged in terms of 
providing a sense of calm throughout the crisis. While schools could not provide a sense 
of routine and normalcy in the traditional sense, I do believe that my leadership helped 
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reassure parents that their children were receiving a quality education via remote means 
and that the school system stood ready to safeguard their health and meet other physical 
needs they may have had, particularly around securing meals.   

  
14.What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic (March 2020-June 2020)?  

  
Information was distributed to school and community stakeholders during daily meal 
distributions during school closures.   

  
15.Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic prove to be efficient for 
school districts to engage with stakeholders?  
  
In some ways, crisis communication strategies that were leveraged during the pandemic, 
such as Zoom, provided an additional avenue through which the school district could 
easily connect with stakeholders. In a large school district like School District B, which 
covers an area of roughly 2,500 square miles, distance to schools can sometimes pose a 
barrier for parental engagement. Leverage telecommunication platforms like Zoom 
helped eliminate that as a barrier and provided for ease of engagement.   

  
16.How did your school district strengthen communication strategies to adequately 
inform all stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis?  

  
School District B ensured all stakeholders were provided with critical information by 
leveraging every possible medium to communicate. Whether it was social media, email, 
voice and text messages, news media, our website, or radio interviews, we cast a fairly 
wide net to ensure our message was consistent and shared broadly. Moreover, given our 
diverse community, the message was always disseminated in English, Spanish, and 
Haitian Creole.   
  
17.As school superintendent, what was your greatest concern during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) and how did you face it?  
  
• Instructional continuity – rapidly deployed hundreds of thousands of devices and 

hotspots for students to access distance learning; trained nearly 20,000 teachers on 
best practices in distance learning  

• Food insecurity – In addition to distributing 4 million meals from our school 
cafeterias to students, we also partnered with local restaurants and philanthropists to 
provide 50,000 hot, restaurant-cooked meals to the neediest families in our 
community.  

• Physical safety of students and employees – Physically shut down schools and work 
locations; identified ways to perform all school system functions via remote means.  
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Lessons Learned  

18.What would you describe as your greatest accomplishment during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) as school superintendent?  
  
• Pivoting to distance learning fairly smoothly. We actually had a 93% attendance rate 

for the fourth quarter during the 2019-2020 school year, which was done entirely 
remote. This rate was comparable to the attendance rates achieved during normal 
circumstances with in-person learning.  

• School District B distributed 4 million meals to students between March and June 
2020. Further, through a partnership with local restaurants and philanthropists, an 
additional 50,000 hot meals were distributed to some of the neediest families in our 
community.  

   
19.When reflecting on the first months of Covid-19 and your response as superintendent, 
what could you have or should have done differently?  
  
Given the unprecedented nature of the COVID-19 crisis, I do not believe there is 
anything I could have done differently in my response. However, the pandemic did 
illuminate for my team and me the need to have a better two-way communication system 
with our students’ families.  
 

Appendix F - School District B – Participant(s) Responses 
 

 Chief Communications Officer  
 
Role/Experience 
 

1. Please describe your role and years associated with the school district?  
 
Chief Communications and Community Engagement Officer for School District 
B.  I have been with this school system for seven and a half years.  
 

2. Overall, how many years of experience do you have in school communications?  
 
I have seven and a half years’ experience in school communications. My prior 
work experience is in news media. 
 

3. What was your title and work duties during the first few months of Covid-19 
pandemic between March to June 2020?  
 
I was the Chief Communications Officer responsible for disseminating timely and 
accurate information to families, employees, and the community.  

 
School closure due to Covid-19 
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4. When did your school district first close schools due to Covid-19 and how long 
did the closure last?  
 
On Friday, March 13, 2020, School District B announced that it would be 
transiting to online learning beginning on Monday, March 16.  We stayed online 
for the remainder of the 2019-2020 school year. In late August of 2020, we began 
the 2020-2021 school year online but gave parents/students the option of in-
person schooling beginning October 5, 2020.   
 

5. How was the decision made to shutdown schools?  
 
We made the decision to transition to online learning when COVID-19 cases 
began to significantly increase, and we realized that remaining in physical 
schooling would risk the health and wellbeing of our students and employees.   
 

6. How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders?  
 
We used various means to communicate with our stakeholders in multiple 
languages including voice, text and emails were sent to families and employees; a 
news conference was held with local media; information was posted on our 
website, on our mobile app, and across our social media channels; our 
Superintendent recorded video messages which were also shared throughout our 
various communication platforms; information was shared on our radio programs.  
 

7. What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning?  
 
We transitioned to our Instructional Continuity Plan (ICP) or My School Online 
using Zoom and Teams.  We also added additional educational programming on 
our District’s television station.  

 
Crisis Communication Strategies 
 

8. Did you have a crisis communications plan in place when Covid-19 occurred in 
March 2020?  
 
Yes 
 

9. If so, what did your crisis communications plan consist of? 
 
The purpose of School District B Crisis Messaging for Parents, Students, and 
Stakeholders Guide is to provide a standardized system to effectively manage 
messaging to ensure that students, parents, employees and other school and 
District stakeholders are kept informed during an emergency. The guide supports 
the District’s Emergency Operations Plan and Emergency Communications Plan 
to provide timely and accurate information in an emergency or crisis situation. 
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10. How helpful was the existing crisis communication plan in responding to the 
pandemic?  
 
It was helpful, but the pandemic was unlike any crisis the district had ever 
encountered. We had to implement a lot of new strategies that were not in the 
plan.  Situations arose that could not have been contemplated.  
 

11. How did the crisis communications plan change as a result of Covid-19?  
 
The pandemic highlighted the need for a two-way communications system which 
we did not have in place prior to COVID-19.  
 

12. What communication strategies did you utilize to connect with staff, students, 
parents, and stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020?  
 
We regularly communicated with our stakeholders to keep them informed of the 
latest information. To avoid confusion, we ensured that the messaging was 
consistent for all stakeholders. We would first draft a message for families and 
employees. That same message would then be shared with the media and the 
community.  
 

13. Specifically, which of the crisis communication strategies did you implement? 
 
A dedicated COVID-19 website was developed and continuously updated with 
the latest information. The website included videos, flyers, information on school 
meal distribution events, distance learning updates and much more in three 
languages.  Various communication tools/resources were utilized to ensure 
students, parents, employees, and the community always received the most up-to-
date information. These included automated messaging, social media, news 
releases and digital communication.   
 

14. What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic from March 2020 to 
June 2020? 
 
Information was distributed to school and community stakeholders during daily 
meal distributions during school closures. 

 
Challenges 

 
15. What were the major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with 

stakeholders?  
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The biggest challenge we had was communicating with families we could not 
locate because they had either changed their phone numbers, had moved, or did 
not have connectivity.  
 

16. What type of feedback did you receive from the public and how was it addressed 
regarding communication?   
 
Since we used several means of communications, the public for the most part was 
grateful for the information we disseminated and the way it was shared. However, 
we did receive feedback about stakeholders not being able to have their questions 
answered because the district lacked a customer service department and a 
meaningful system of two-way communication.  
 

17. What could you have or should have been done differently when communicating 
with stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020?  
 
We could have attempted to find more ways to make ourselves available to 
answer their questions or concerns.  

 
Lessons Learned 

 
18. Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient 

for school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
 
It was very helpful to have a framework in place which we could adapt as needed. 
Our stakeholders were reassured that the school district was available and 
responsive to their needs. 
 

19. What communication strategy worked best when connecting with stakeholders 
during a global pandemic?  
 
Using all available methods of communications proved most effective. Some of 
our stakeholders preferred to receive emails, others preferred texts, others listened 
to the information on the radio or scrolled through social media. Having various 
platforms assisted in ensuring that as many people as possible received the 
information we were trying to communicate.  
 

20. What communication strategy can be improved when connecting with 
stakeholders during a global pandemic?  
 
Two-way communications would allow us to reach more stakeholders and receive 
feedback. 
 

21. How do school districts strengthen communication strategies to adequately 
connect with stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis?  
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The best way is through feedback.  Surveying stakeholders to gauge how they 
prefer to receive their information. Continually ask stakeholders to update their 
contact information so they can receive timely information should another crisis 
arise.  
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Appendix G – School District C Participant(s) Reponses  
 

Superintendent 
 
Role/Experience 
 

1. What was your role and what were your responsibilities in the school district 
between March 2020 to June 2020? 
 
Superintendent of School District C. 

 
2. How many years of experience do you have as superintendent of schools? Please 

include all other positions held in education. 
 
27 years of experience as Superintendent and school district leader.  
 

3. Describe other major crises, other than the Covid-19 pandemic, that you have 
experienced and led through as school superintendent? 
 
I led through multiple crisis, including tornados, scandals, teacher layoffs, school 
closures and more. But as superintendent, the worst thing you can do during a 
crisis is run and hide, you have to face the heat.  
 

Leadership Style 
 

4. Describe your leadership style? 
 

I am very collaborative; I believe in a team. I have a triangle of success, where the 
kids are in the middle, the staff, community, and media are part of the community.  
If you work with everyone together you get great things done, you can thrive. If 
you only have two of the three you won’t be able to survive.   So, you have to 
spend time in all three areas.  
 

5. How did your leadership style changed in order to adapt to the unprecedented 
times of the pandemic? 
 
Yes, I had to be directive, stern, decisive during the worst part. I was command 
and control for a bit but then back to collaborative. 

 
6. What attributes of your leadership style were successful in responding to Covid-

19? Please describe.  
 
My style is ready, fire, aim.  Even though I don’t have all data, I’ll rather fix the 
mistake I make because perfect is the enemy of great.  It’s never going to be 
perfect. Some people want more data, but you have to be decisive. You have to 
make the best decision possible at the time and then you adjust. 
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School closure due to Covid-19 
 

7. When did you decide to close schools due to the threat of Covid-19 and how long 
did the closure last? 

 
We were going to close indefinitely, because we don’t know what we don’t know 
and as the data started coming out we realized it was much bigger than what we 
thought so we were making decisions on the fly.  This was something that 
educators had never faced and so I got new information then I made different 
decisions, but I knew it wasn’t going to be a short-term thing, I had no idea that 
two years later we would still be talking about it.   
 

8. What factors did you take into consideration and how was your decision made to 
shutdown schools?  
 
Data was overwhelming.  Lots of myths out there. But my main concern was 
safety, and it was because of safety that I decided to close schools.  All the 
instinct, training, and experience that I had that said don’t be definite because you 
really don’t know.  I didn’t have time to call a committee things were evolving. I 
have to run the day-to-day operations as the CEO.  After spring break never came 
back.  
 

9. How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
 
Through all of our communication channels, but also in a press conference.  I had 
a press conference every week with updates. 
 

10. What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning, during the physical closure of schools? 
 
It was very primitive. We first started with paper and pencil for the ones that 
weren’t connected, then we did hot spots, so it was trial and error through the end 
of 20-21 school year. I was a technology trial and error school year, but we had 
the summer to figure it out. 
 

Crisis Communications 
 

11. What was the biggest pressure you faced when making your decision to close 
schools as superintendent? 
 
Food, 85% of our students are economically disadvantaged and they get two of 
their meals at school so we had to set up a way how we would safely distribute 
food.  
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Also, I felt like doctors and superintendents were hung out to dry.  During this 
pandemic, the 20 largest districts in America lost their superintendent and the 
other 5 just had a few years of experience, so we were hung out to dry. So, it’s a 
no win situation. A lot of f the superintendents did leave because of the mounting 
pressures.   
 

12. What role did you play as school superintendent during to global pandemic to 
engage with stakeholders? Provide some examples of how you communicated 
with stakeholders during this time. 
 
I don’t go out there for photo ops when there is a crisis, I was at the command 
center making decisions. As a leader in a crisis, you need a leader to step up.  You 
have to take unscripted press conferences. You can never run away from the 
media. 
 

13. How did your leadership influence public perception during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020)? 
 
Confidence grew in the district because I was out there talking about it because I 
did not hide. The public was relaxed, and media knew they had access whatever 
we could tell them we would tell them. 
 

14. What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic (March 2020-June 
2020)? 
 
We have an outstanding communications team, and they use every tool at their 
disposal, including email, social media, written communications, every tool 
available to get the information out to parents and stakeholders.  
 

15. Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient 
for school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
 
All those tools social media and written comms were good but people when 
they’re upset they want to see the leader so the fact that I was willing to go out 
and be on camera.  They saw that I was out there I was calm I was intense at 
times, they don’t need to see the leader in a panic by just doing that they believe 
what they see not what you say.  That helped us navigate some tough issues.  
 

16. As school superintendent, what was your greatest concern during the first months 
of Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) and how did you face it? 
 
The safety of our students, staff, and families. Parent will forgive us if we do 
educational malpractice, they will never forgive us if we let something unsafe 
happen to their kids while they are under our custody and control.  So, you have 
to err on side of safety. 
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Lessons Learned 

 
17. What would you describe as your greatest accomplishment during the first months 

of Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) as school superintendent? 
 
Keeping people calm. Con calma (keep calm) and being overly cautious to try to 
figure it out. 
 

18. When reflecting on the first months of Covid-19 and your response as 
superintendent, what could you have or should have done differently? 
 
There’s no playbook for this.  No, I don’t know what I could have done, I was just 
operating off instinct it’s all great training, experience that I have that helped me 
survive it.  If you second guess yourself you make mistakes.   I’m not afraid and 
you have to be hopeful in a crisis, you can’t be scared about the future, you must 
have hope and aspirations on what you’re doing for kids. I’m very hope you 
people want that in leader, that is more important.  You must adjust to crisis and 
have to be flexible. People want a leader they want someone who will solve 
problems not wine about problems. 
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APPENDIX H – School District D Participant(s) Responses 
 

Superintendent 
 
Role/Experience 
 
1.What was your role and what were your responsibilities in the school district between 
March 2020 to June 2020? 
 
Superintendent. 
 
2.How many years of experience do you have as superintendent of schools? Please 
include all other positions held in education. 
 
Teacher, Assistant Principal, Vice Principal, Principal, Assistant Superintendent, Deputy 
Superintendent. 
 
3.Describe other major crises, other than the Covid-19 pandemic, that you have 
experienced and led through as school superintendent? 
 
All others were minor compared to what we have dealt with in the last 22 months. 
 
Leadership Style 
 
4.Describe your leadership style? 
 
Collaborative. I prefer to make decision with some group consensus, though that has been 
less possible in the time of COVID. I have found myself making more unilateral 
decisions. 
 
5.How did your leadership style changed in order to adapt to the unprecedented times of 
the pandemic? 
 
See above. There have simply been times that there was no time for collaboration. Like 
many districts, for many months we operated with me having purchased and policy 
powers that far exceed normal operations. 
 
 
6.What attributes of your leadership style were successful in responding to Covid-19? 
Please describe.  
 
To some degree the willingness and ability to communicate. It has been more important 
than ever, and we have had to do it even when we were exhausted and unsure in our own 
minds of the true direction we were headed. 
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School closure due to Covid-19 
 
7.When did you decide to close schools due to the threat of Covid-19 and how long did 
the closure last? 
 
The initial closures were decided upon in collaboration with other superintendents in my 
geographic area.  
 
8.What factors did you take into consideration and how was your decision made to 
shutdown schools?  

 
Few factors were known or considered. We were operating on infantile science, but it 
was the best we had. We feared that schools would be the source of a lot of virus 
transmission, which proved not to be true. 
 
9.How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
 
We communicated by video message once per week as school closures went on. Once the 
Governor closed schools for the rest of the semester, we had to communicate a lot about 
device distribution, meal distribution, how to access instruction, grading practices, etc. 
 
10.What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning, during the physical closure of schools? 
 
In the spring of 2020, we did the best we could with what we had. We had produced 
some electronic lessons before we left for spring break and told our teachers to take their 
district-owned devices home as a precaution. However, we are not ready for one-to-one 
device distribution or to ensure internet access for students. Those purchases began 
toward the end of March 2020.  
 
Crisis Communications 
 
11.What was the biggest pressure you faced when making your decision to close schools 
as superintendent? 
 
What I always worried about after about week two of closure was what metrics we would 
use to get students and staff back in the building. That concern proved valid as we still 
have families and staff who are fearful of returning to the building with regularity if there 
is any adversity involved. 
 
12.What role did you play as school superintendent during to global pandemic to engage 
with stakeholders? Provide some examples of how you communicated with stakeholders 
during this time. 
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We did a lot of communication with parents and staff. Outside of that, I engaged in the 
normal communication with local and state political leaders and appointees to get schools 
what we needed. 
 
13.How did your leadership influence public perception during the first months of Covid-
19 (March 2020-June 2020)? 
 
Probably quite a bit early on as we focused on caring for basic needs (food, clothing, 
internet, and device availability). The events tied to this were very visible and likely 
influenced sentiment to the organization in a positive way. 
 
14.What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic (March 2020-June 2020)? 
 
More video messages, less in writing as parents and staff were receiving an 
overwhelming amount of written communication. 
 
15.Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient for 
school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
 
Just as in any other crisis, communication strategies have to adjust to what stakeholders 
need to hear and how they can consume the information. 
 
16.How did your school district strengthen communication strategies to adequately 
inform all stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis? 
 
I don’t know that communication was strengthened, but it was certainly more often and 
more specific that we had ever communicated in the past. That remains true to this date. 
 
17.As school superintendent, what was your greatest concern during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) and how did you face it? 
 
What really terrified me was the lines we say for food distribution in the early weeks of 
the pandemic response. This led us to focus on basic needs over teaching and learning in 
the first few weeks. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
18.What would you describe as your greatest accomplishment during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) as school superintendent? 
 
Getting students food, devices, and internet connectivity in a very quick timeline. 
 
19.When reflecting on the first months of Covid-19 and your response as superintendent, 
what could you have or should have done differently? 
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We underestimated the importance of in-person schooling, both with regard to teaching 
and learning and around public support and will be paying that price for many years to 
come. 
 

School District H – Participant(s) Responses 
 

 Executive Director of Communications  
 
Role/Experience 
 
1.Please describe your role and years associated with the school district? 
 
I have been employed by School District D since 1991. During this time, I have served as 
classroom teacher, assistant principal, vice principal, principal, and currently serve as the 
Executive Director of Communications. I have been in my current communications role 
since Sept. 2016. 
 
2.Overall, how many years of experience do you have in school communications? 
 
Five years, four months. 
 
3.What was your title and work duties during the first few months of Covid-19 pandemic 
between March to June 2020? 
 
I served as Executive Director of Communications. In this role, I serve as the district 
spokesperson and liaison with media. I coordinate and oversee district communication – 
both internal and external. I manage a team of professionals in the areas of social media, 
audio and visual production, website development, graphic design, printing, marketing, 
and governmental relations. 
 
School closure due to Covid-19 
 
4.When did your school district first close schools due to Covid-19 and how long did the 
closure last?  
 
School District D schools were closed from March 16, 2020, through June 4, 2020. We 
opened for the 2020-2021 school year on Aug. 24, 2020, with all students engaged 
virtually for the first two weeks and then the option for either a virtual or in-person 
model. We began the 2021-2022 school year on Aug. 23, 2021, with all students in-
person. 
 
5.How was the decision made to shutdown schools? 
 
The decision was made by District leaders after careful communication and consultation 
with state and local leaders. 
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6.How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
 
Communication was sent through district platforms including our website, social media, 
and district communication tool (School Messenger). Wider communication also 
included local media. 
 
7.What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning? 
 
Essential district staff continued work in-person while others worked remotely. Virtual 
instruction was provided for students.  
 
Crisis Communication Strategies 
 
8.Did you have a crisis communications plan in place when Covid-19 occurred in March 
2020? 
 
Certainly, a basic protocol was in place. 
 
9.If so, what did your crisis communications plan consist of? 
 
The plan consisted of protocols with respect to methods of communication. 
 
10.How helpful was the existing crisis communication plan in responding to the 
pandemic? 
 
The existing communication plan proved to be less helpful due to the nature of the 
pandemic and the fact that so much was unknown or ever changing. 
 
11.How did the crisis communications plan change as a result of Covid-19?  
 
Plans have had to become more responsive and sensitive to the ever-changing nature of 
the pandemic. 
 
12.What communication strategies did you utilize to connect with staff, students, parents, 
and stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020? 
 
In addition to the platforms used prior to the pandemic, we also began utilizing video 
messaging and weekly newsletter updates more frequently. The weekly newsletter to staff 
and parents has continued and is a vital means of information dissemination.  Live 
streaming also became a very useful communication and engagement tool that we 
continue to use on a routine basis. 
 
13.What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic from March 2020 to June 
2020? 
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During the peak of the pandemic, we utilized a weekly, live video message from our 
Superintendent to help keep all staff engaged and connected. We literally turned our 
existing Board Room into a studio from which we could conduct these streamed 
messages. The make-shift studio was also used to record what would become virtual 
graduation events for our 12 high schools. 
 
Challenges 
 
14.What were the major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with 
stakeholders? 
 
The most significant challenge was keeping stakeholders informed at a time when so 
much was happening – and happening so quickly. On top of that, so much of what needed 
to be communicated was changing constantly – sometimes by the hour. Communicating 
in a way that did not cause greater confusion was critical. 
 
15.What type of feedback did you receive from the public and how was it addressed 
regarding communication? 
 
We received feedback on messaging not always being clear. There was feedback given 
about perceived mixed messaging between us and local health entities and the question of 
who was “right.”  For example, as we began to offer in-person learning stakeholders were 
hearing about the need for social distancing, and yet they did not understand when we 
said that was not always possible in our school settings.   Feedback was given on how our 
messaging about the importance of in-person learning was simply a ploy to not lose state 
funding – so, an element of lack of trust. People indicated we were more concerned with 
money than the lives of students or staff. 
 
16.What could you have or should have been done differently when communicating with 
stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020? 
 
I think we did everything we could to navigate the crisis. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
17.Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient for 
school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
 
Those strategies that proved to be more efficient were those that had to do with systems 
of communication. These existing protocols were more useful because they spelled out 
very clearly the manner in which information would get sent out. 
 
18.What communication strategy worked best when connecting with stakeholders during 
a global pandemic?  
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Two things come to mind from our experience.  Establishing a scheduled communication 
– whether it be a weekly newsletter or weekly video update – proved to be effective 
because stakeholders came to recognize the importance of frequent updates. Having a 
scheduled time for these updates allowed us to disseminate critical information more 
easily without saturating stakeholders. Also, I think using strategies that make people feel 
more connected work best. For example, the superintendent’s video streams were 
appreciated because they were live, and people felt a deeper connection with their district 
leader. Staff could see and hear him and could sense his commitment and his optimism. It 
was, for many, a morale booster. In a very real way, they could also sense his exhaustion 
– they took note that he was right there working long hours just like they were. In one 
streamed message to all staff, the superintendent became emotional - his voice cracking a 
bit - and it was if you could feel employees across the district right there in the room with 
him.   
 
19.What communication strategy can be improved when connecting with stakeholders 
during a global pandemic? 
 
I think I would say that improvement around clarity of message could be improved. 
Personally, I found myself frustrated that our audience was not always reading and 
hearing the same thing that we were writing and sharing. There seemed, at times, to be a 
disconnect in what we intended to say and how the message was being interpreted. 
 
20.How do school districts strengthen communication strategies to adequately connect 
with stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis? 
 
Have clear systems in place for who communicates, how messaging is shared, and when 
it is shared. Critically important, too, is to pay careful attention to the message itself. 
Does is convey what you are intending – is it being communicated in a way that your 
audience will understand. 
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APPENDIX I – School District I Participant(s) Responses 

 
Chief Communications Officer 

 
Role/Experience 
 

1. Please describe your role and years associated with the school district? 
 
As Chief Communications Officer for School District E, I supervised a team of 12 
communications specialists in the Department of Communications that comprised two 
“sides of the house”—Marketing & Advertising” and “The News Bureau”.  Within my 
first few years at the helm of communications for a district that serves the highest level of 
poverty in the nation, I implemented a brand journalism strategy that no longer waited for 
media to respond to our news pitches, but instead began telling our own stories with and 
without the media.  

 
2. Overall, how many years of experience do you have in school communications? 

 
I earned my master’s degree in journalism with a specialty in school communication in 
1987. My master’s thesis focused on a study of the public relations work of more than 
600 school districts and found a dearth of PR professionals.  Most districts farmed out 
their PR to people with little or no connection to the school district its staff or students. I 
have spent the last 44 years advocating for recognition of school PR practitioners as 
essential in every district’s centra office and as part of the superintendent’s cabinet. Even 
before I earned my master’s in journalism/PR, I had been serving my local school district 
as its publications manager, writing, and designing their quarter newsletter, so in essence 
I have been practicing school PR for more than 45 years. 

 
3. What was your title and work duties during the first few months of Covid-19 

pandemic between March to June 2020? 
 
Deputy Chief Communications Officer.  My specific duties were to plan and implement 
comprehensive internal and external communication strategies, to develop strict protocols 
for the flow of information to ensure timely, accurate and empathetic communication 
about school district closing, food service delivery, academic/learning management 
systems available for remote learning, technology distribution, and special needs 
services, community agencies offering supports for students and families, including child 
care, public health advisories, reopening plans, safety protocols, extracurricular activities, 
school transportation, health monitoring, masks, visitors to schools and other operations 
dramatically affected by the shutdown of all schools. 
 
School closure due to Covid-19 
 

4. When did your school district first close schools due to Covid-19 and how long 
did the closure last? 
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We had four days’ notice that the governor was closing all schools on Monday, March 
16, 2019, due to COVID. It was late on a Thursday afternoon when my superintendent 
got the call, and we had only Friday and the weekend to arrange for things like student 
locker and desk retrieval, transportation, online and mailed lesson plans and food service 
at 23 sites in preparation for servicing our mostly poor families, more than 40% of which 
had no access to technology or the internet for their information.  We had to reach them 
constantly over those four days to ensure they could continue accessing their child’s 
education and the two meals they rely on us for every day. 

 
5. How was the decision made to shutdown schools? 

 
The information included daily monitoring of the rise in COVID cases—significantly 
higher in the inner cities where the most vulnerable people lived.  After extending spring 
break, he made it possible for communities to decide when and how to deliver education 
safety to their unique populations, knowing the disparities that existed among school 
districts whose families were privileged enough to have experience with and access to 
technology and the kinds of supports all families need during school shutdowns.   
 

6. How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
 
The brand journalism strategy I had implemented years before proved invaluable 
throughout the pandemic.  I hired some of the best reporters to work in our news bureau 
and their connections with local media played a key role in using media to reach families 
with no access to the internet. Media acted more as partner than as separate entities, not 
only by stepping up their coverage of schools but by reporting from their news desks, 
doing numerous field reports at our schools, our transportation pickup spots, and meal 
sites to keep families informed of the supports available.  Media, including local papers 
and all TV stations in the city posted our stories verbatim on their websites and in the 
local papers which enabled us to reach families beyond our robo calls, emails, mailed 
letters and postcards and TV interviews.  One station offered us an hour of free airtime 
every morning for teachers to teach their lessons on television  

 
7. What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 

learning? 
 

Remote learning, Hybrid learning, lessons mailed to homes, televised lessons. 
 
Crisis Communication Strategies 
 

8. Did you have a crisis communications plan in place when Covid-19 occurred in 
March 2020? 

 
Timely communication that travels upward through all channels.  
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9. How helpful was the existing crisis communication plan in responding to the 
pandemic?   
 

It was instrumental in avoiding miscommunication and/or competing messaging, as the 
flow of information was strictly controlled.  All of that messaging was then posted on the 
website and distributed in a Remote Learning Guide for staff and parents and a Hybrid 
Learning Guide for staff and parents.   

 
10. How did the crisis communications plan change as a result of Covid-19?  

 
We existed in and learned how to adapt the strategy into one that operated in a constant 
state of crisis communications without operating as if we had a short window to get 
through it. 

 
11. What communication strategies did you utilize to connect with staff, students, 

parents, and stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020? 
 

There were many. 
 

12. Specifically, which of the crisis communication strategies did you implement? 
 
All of them 

 
13. What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 

school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic from March 2020 to 
June 2020? 
 

See answers above 
 

Challenges 
 

14. What were the major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with 
stakeholders? 
 

Primarily quelling rumor on social media and reaching families with no access to the 
internet.  Technology distribution was our greatest challenge—one that we met that 
summer. 

 
15. What type of feedback did you receive from the public and how was it addressed 

regarding communication? 
 

We implemented numerous community surveys to determine the public’s level of trust, 
perceptions of safety, levels of access, etc. to determine when/how to return to school.  
That feedback was consistently communicated to the public to keep them informed of the 
“pulse” of the community and assure then we were listening and planning to keep them 
safe regardless of the learning management system implemented throughout the crisis. 
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16. What could you have or should have been done differently when communicating 
with stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020? 

 
I wish I’d been more prepared for the internal communications challenges that resulted 
with all of us working from home.  So much of the content my team needed to keep 
information flowing within and outside the organization was in peoples’ heads—and it 
was a challenge daily to not on get the information we needed to draft messaging and 
information materials, but to verify that they had followed our internal comms protocols 
to have those decisions approved at all levels.  We lived in a constant state or angst, and 
often appealing to superiors to shake loose the information we needed and were 
responsible for communicating.  It was, by far, the most stressful period in more than 40 
years as a communications professional and in more than 12 years as a crisis 
communications specialist. 
 
Lessons Learned 

 
17. Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient 

for school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
 

Mostly because I had a superintendent who cared deeply about our families and who led 
us in doing our jobs with a sense of urgency and empathy.  Early on, we began sending 
not only the information families needed, but messages of hope and gratitude for their 
resilience.  Teachers’ willingness to show up at their students’ homes with signs outside 
letting the child know they care and our superintendent’s postcards to all houses in the 
city reminded everyone how hard this is on every family and expressing gratitude for the 
resilience of our school community and the growing supports available for everyone to 
get through it.  Overall, the messages of empathy said, “We can and will get through 
this.” 

 
18. What communication strategy worked best when connecting with stakeholders 

during a global pandemic?  
 

Different strategies worked “best” at different times. Our direct mail communication 
worked best before our technology distribution was complete and worked best for 
messages of empathy and gratitude; our interactive voice recorded messages (robo calls), 
social media and text messaging worked best for timely and urgent messages.  Televised 
lessons worked best for delivery of instruction, as well as other personal touches 
employed by teachers to enable students to see them teaching and to work with them 
synchronously; our CEO’s weekly video messages proved most valuable not only 
because we were able to imbed them in all messaging, but media picked up the video and 
ran it with their stories at the news desks and provided ready-made sound on tape for 
their education updates—keeping School District E in the forefront of the news for our 
families.  The video messages also proved to be successful in developing trust that our 
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CEO was consistently in front of the messaging with routine, proactive information 
instead of reacting the new twists in the crisis. 

 
19. What communication strategy can be improved when connecting with 

stakeholders during a global pandemic? 
 

I cannot stress enough for us not to wait until a pandemic to recognize and address the 
communication needs of our families.  In the poorest districts, where our kids and 
families were most vulnerable in a pandemic, their worlds went dark. They entered a 
strange new work where they were forced to fend for themselves while the more 
privileged among us were able to turn on our computers and stay connected to our 
schools, our doctors, our workplaces, and each other.  It was cruel to watch as everyone 
was told to go to work online, to access health care through “telehealth” and to go to 
school or find childcare for your child while schools were in shutdown by accessing the 
internet.  Of all the surveys we have sent to check the pulse of our community as far as 
their understanding of and support or levies and bond issues, of facilities planning, school 
closings and other decisions, we had never surveyed our families’ ability to access school 
information in the event of a total shutdown of operations.  

 
20. How do school districts strengthen communication strategies to adequately 

connect with stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis? 
 

See my answer to #20. 
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APPENDIX J – School District F Participant(s) Responses 
 

Superintendent 
Role/Experience 
 
1.What was your role and what were your responsibilities in the school district between 
March 2020 to June 2020? 
 
Superintendent 
 
2.How many years of experience do you have as superintendent of schools? Please 
include all other positions held in education. 

 
It was my first year as Superintendent. Prior to that, I held the following positions, Area 
Chief of Schools, Assistant Superintendent, High School Principal, Middle School 
Principal, Assistant Principal, and English Teacher. 

 
3.Describe other major crises, other than the Covid-19 pandemic, that you have 
experienced and led through as school superintendent? 
 
The other crisis I faced were getting students back safely in school post hurricanes. 
However, none of these are nearly as long as a pandemic crisis we are currently 
experiencing. My experiences included organizing logistics for schools to be relocated. 
leading the enrolling of students new to the district and state; leading efforts to evaluate 
and implement instructional programs and interventions to accelerate learning for 
students.  
 
Leadership Style 
 
4.Describe your leadership style?  
 
My leadership style is one of servant leader with distributive leadership qualities.   

 
5.How did your leadership style changed in order to adapt to the unprecedented times of 
the pandemic?   
 
My servant leadership style continued for the most part, but my distributive leadership 
qualities of allowing others to be empowered in making decisions changed because I had 
to be very knowledgeable of more decisions and I also had to have final approval to 
ensure that we were doing everything to keep people safe and there was no 
miscommunication or inconsistencies.   

 
6.What attributes of your leadership style were successful in responding to Covid-19?  
Please describe.  
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Well, my leadership style was very important in that I felt it was important for me to be 
visible and be seen serving and supporting the work of educating 30,000 students, 
providing meals, and at the same time, keeping them all safe.  For example, it was I that 
drafted letters to go out to community to ensure that we closed schools to slow the 
spreading of COVID-19, and it was I that needed to review the protocol for meal 
distribution.  We had planned to serve meals during spring break to families; however, 
we did not have information on how to do it safely.  There were plenty of suggestions, 
but none were risk-free.  Therefore, we reviewed the protocol, purchased disinfected 
equipment, and we then reviewed different ways to do it as safely as possible before we 
distributed meals to families. I was with the team when they explained it to me, and I 
joined them the morning of distribution. I was able to get on a speaker and let them know 
how appreciative I was for them.  Mind you, at the time there were no deaths in our area, 
but people were fearful of the unknown.  I had to be there with them since I could not ask 
of them something I was not willing to do.  

 
School closure due to Covid-19 
 
7.When did you decide to close schools due to the threat of Covid-19 and how long did 
the closure last?   
 
We closed school March 13th, Friday.  It was the day before going on spring break.  We 
stayed closed for the rest of the spring semester, including summer school.  

 
8.What factors did you take into consideration and how was your decision made to 
shutdown schools?  
 
We had several meetings in December-March 2020.  The meetings included our police 
officers and our Health Director.  The Health Director provided me information about 
how the spreading occurred.  There were no known cases in our area.  There were not 
even ways to get tested.  We only knew of symptoms.  That day, we had a report of an 
employee that was having headaches and excessive coughing. I decided to send a 
message out to start spring break early. I wanted to prevent the spreading of COVID-19 
and slow the curve.  The safety and the responsibility of the community is what weighed 
on my mind.   

 
9.How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders?  
 
We alerted everyone via social media, text message, and email.  

 
10.What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning, during the physical closure of schools? 
 
We distributed laptops and computers to all students in high school, so they could 
graduate.  We then were able to order computers, but there not enough supply.  We did 
not get computers for all students until October 2020.  We distributed packets and 
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different print material to keep resources in the hands of households.  We allowed 
students to check in with teachers through phone system we created online.   

 
Crisis Communications 
 
11.What was the biggest pressure you faced when making your decision to close schools 
as superintendent?   
 
The pressure was the safety of students and employees.  It was not difficult to make 
because we knew the consequences could lead to death of a student, family member or 
employee.  

 
12.What role did you play as school superintendent during to global pandemic to engage 
with stakeholders?  
 
Provide some examples of how you communicated with stakeholders during this time. 
Well, as the Superintendent, I was the key communicator of this crisis.  I made several 
video messages, used letters, emails, and text messages to communicate.  I also did 
interviews with media.  We created podcast and different video platforms as well.   

 
13.How did your leadership influence public perception during the first months of Covid-
19 (March 2020-June 2020)?  
 
I think the public wanted to see an informed leader, and they also wanted to someone that 
cared for there wellbeing.  Once the first person died, everyone was very concerned, and 
they did not want to be next.   

 
14.What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic (March 2020-June 2020)?   
 
We created SuperChats.  These were informal conversations between the superintendent 
and another department to highlight their work.  We also created a teacher advisory 
committee represented by every campus in the district and they had a virtual meeting 
with the superintendent and cabinet members.  We did this also with parents along with 
principals.  It was very important to keep leaders at levels informed.  A weekly and 
sometimes daily digital newsletter was sent out as well.  Most importantly, we had our 
phones routed to departments head or individuals at home. It was very important for us to 
get information as well as send information.   

 
15.Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient for 
school districts to engage with stakeholders?   
 
Having good two-way communication helps understanding and rationale behavior.   

 
16.How did your school district strengthen communication strategies to adequately 
inform all stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis? 
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At the classroom level, teachers were able to talk directly with parents and vice versa.   
 
17.As school superintendent, what was your greatest concern during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) and how did you face it?   
 
My greatest concern was to continue to provide educational experiences to students while 
keeping everyone as safe as possible.  We really wanted individuals to just stay home as 
much as possible to allow this virus to "pass by," but it never did.  

 
Lessons Learned 

 
18.What would you describe as your greatest accomplishment during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) as school superintendent?  
 
The greatest accomplishment was to ensure we moved to all classrooms to virtual 
classroom one day after spring break, and keeping everyone, except non-essential 
employees, home.  We also compensated all employees, including hourly and substitute 
teachers, to not cause further financial strain on their lives.  We created a district team for 
contact tracing, as well as central system to identify any individuals that were physically 
on campus.   
 
19.When reflecting on the first months of Covid-19 and your response as superintendent, 
what could you have or should have done differently?   
 
The need for computers for every child was critical.  We could have ordered computers, 
and properly trained teachers, students, and parents before.  There was also not testing 
available until we allowed different doctors to provide testing at our school locations later 
in June and July.  
 
 

Appendix J – School District F Participant(s) Responses  
 

Executive Director of Communications 
 
Role/Experience 
 
1.Please describe your role and years associated with the school district? 

 
I serve as the Executive Director of Communications, Marketing & Public Information at 
School District F. This is my 15th year with the district, prior to joining School District F, 
I worked at a nearby school district for a year after leaving the journalism world.  

 
2.Overall, how many years of experience do you have in school communications? 
 
Sixteen years in the field. 
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3.What was your title and work duties during the first few months of Covid-19 pandemic 
between March to June 2020? 

 
As the Public Information Officer for the district, I worked hand in hand with our 
Incident Commander (Superintendent of Schools), our Health Services Director and 
Chief of Police. All communication to our employees, parents and overall community 
was drafted by me and shared across all our platforms with the help of members of our 
communication team.   
 
School closure due to Covid-19 
 
4.When did your school district first close schools due to Covid-19 and how long did the 
closure last? 
 
We decided to close the Friday before Spring Break (March 13, 2020) due to a probable 
positive case at one of our campuses. This was a preventive measure, and we didn’t 
reopen schools until August 2020 for a few students. Most of the student body started 
transitioning to in-person learning until January 2021. A combination of in-person and 
virtual continued. 

 
5.How was the decision made to shutdown schools? 

 
It was a preventive measure. We were aware of what was happening throughout the 
world, and we had been informed of a probably first case in our district. It was best to 
start Spring Break earlier and use this day to plan for next steps. We thought we were 
planning for a couple of weeks, but it went on for over a year.  

 
6.How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 

 
We used our mass notification system (voice, email, and text) as well as our social media 
and website – which are our usual emergency tools used. 

 
7.What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning? 
 
We met as a leadership team on Friday, March 13, 2020, to come up with a virtual 
option. We thought we needed to prepare in case we needed to extend the break. So, we 
started uploading lessons by grade level. The goal was to assist teachers and staff, as well 
as parents and students as much as possible and have that ready by Monday after Spring 
Break. 
 
Crisis Communication Strategies 
 
8.Did you have a crisis communications plan in place when Covid-19 occurred in March 
2020? 
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Yes, it was not COVID specific obviously, but we were ready to respond as needed and 
all players knew their role.  

 
9.If so, what did your crisis communications plan consist of? 
 
We follow the incident command structure, which is meeting with our Incident 
Commander, in this case Superintendent, and providing regular updates throughout the 
day from key players such as: Members of the Cabinet (Academics, HR, Operations, 
Finance), Health Services, Technology, Police and Communications  

 
10.How helpful was the existing crisis communication plan in responding to the 
pandemic? 
 
It was very helpful as many of the key players were used to working together in crisis 
situations and knew what elements were needed to be deployed and executed. Within 
communications, we knew how often our stakeholders needed an update and who to 
connect them with if they needed assistance.  

 
11.How did the crisis communications plan change as a result of Covid-19?  
 
The biggest change was adapting as needed. There was no end in sight for this crisis, it 
was unknown and quickly adapting to change became part of the norm. 

 
12.What communication strategies did you utilize to connect with staff, students, parents, 
and stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020? 
 
We incorporated a lot of LIVE chats on our social media pages. We found that 
stakeholders were on social media more than any other year, they were also more willing 
to listen to any updates and communication coming from the district. As well, as willing 
to become official ambassadors for the district. We created two-way communication 
mechanisms through virtual presentations that gave us an opportunity to debunk in real-
time a lot of false information being communicated throughout the district or region, as 
well as increase our credibility and exposure. To this day, live interactions on social 
media are still one of our best tools to communicate, receive feedback and provide 
responses to some of our stakeholder questions.  

 
13.Specifically, which of the crisis communication strategies did you implement? 

 
Ongoing numerical updates was essential. For instance, every update sent was numbered 
and dated. This was extremely helpful as information was updated constantly when new 
information became available.  

 
14.What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic from March 2020 to June 
2020? 
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Live Facebook events, these were not done prior to the pandemic, and if we did a few, 
these were mostly, if not all, previously recorded. It gave our district an additional edge 
and as mentioned before, more credibility. Districts from throughout the state and nation 
were afraid of using this tactic, but after they saw our success a lot of them reached out 
for help. We stream live to our Facebook page, giving us a better handle for production 
and chat accessibility. With every live event, we had a team of people ready to respond to 
the chat, and a producer that would queue some of the most frequently asked questions to 
be answered live. 

 
Challenges 

 
15.What were the major challenges encountered to communicate and engage with 
stakeholders? 
 
The constant updates and changes. A lot of time they thought we did not have our act 
together if we needed to cancel a meal distribution etc., however a lot of times we simply 
ran out of food. Many were very understanding, others not so much. Those that were not, 
were obviously the most vocal about the situation. Although we were not the only ones 
going through a food shortage, it was still a hard situation to handle.  

 
16.What type of feedback did you receive from the public and how was it addressed 
regarding communication? 
 
Many of our stakeholders were very appreciative of the quick responses they would get. 
Several of my team members, including myself, would stay up until late hours personally 
answering emails from parents, students, and staff. Due to the nature of the crisis, cookie-
cutter responses were not enough. We personalized our response to our parents, students 
and staff and it paid off in the long run.  

 
17.What could you have or should have been done differently when communicating with 
stakeholders from March 2020 to June 2020? 
 
If I would have updated our mass notification system sooner, we would have had better 
reach with the text option. We had a system that only allowed texts to those who had 
opted-in and many of our families were never texted. Text is the best form of crisis 
communication nowadays. With our current system, all our stakeholders are able to 
receive timely updates right to their phone. 
 
Lessons Learned 

 
18.Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient for 
school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
 
School districts have credibility within the community. They are within the heart of any 
small or large community in the nation. Many school districts operate larger finance, 
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operations, and HR departments than many corporations or cities, and have the right 
staffing and resources to deploy in times of crisis.  

 
19.What communication strategy worked best when connecting with stakeholders during 
a global pandemic?  
 
Mass notification directly to their phones. It continues to be the most accurate and timely 
form of communication. We should continue to use it as needed to educate our 
stakeholders about new updates, health, and safety reminders, as well as vaccine clinics 
or testing near them.  

 
20.What communication strategy can be improved when connecting with stakeholders 
during a global pandemic? 
 
Availability of a faster response to any question or concern. Although people may read 
incoming messages, or hear the news, etc., they still want to be reassured by someone. 
Our COVID-19 Hotline has been in operation since the summer of 2020 and has been a 
great asset, but just like anything, an increase in wait time to speak to a representative is 
to be expected. The volumes of calls to the hotline increases with every surge or variant. 
Stakeholders assume they are not being attended to, but the team is doing their best to 
answer to all in a timely manner. 
 
21.How do school districts strengthen communication strategies to adequately connect 
with stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis? 
 
By working together. Decision makers and district leaders must all have a seat at the table 
to work on joint solutions in times of crisis. This is imperative to ensure communication 
channels are strong, clear, concise, and transparent. Everybody must be on the same page 
and must have the opportunity to dialogue to come up with the best solutions that support 
all stakeholders. Messages from this governing body must be created together and as a 
team distributed to all stakeholders who they supervise or work with to minimize 
confusion or miscommunication. Processes and touchpoints for feedback, continued 
planning or next steps must also be coordinated to ensure goals are met.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

188 

 

 
Appendix K – School District G Participant(s) Responses  

 
Superintendent 

 
Role/Experience 
 
1.What was your role and what were your responsibilities in the school district between 
March 2020 to June 2020? 

 
Superintendent of Schools for School District G. 
 
2.How many years of experience do you have as superintendent of schools? Please 
include all other positions held in education. 
 
Nine years as Superintendent and 35 in education. 

 
3.Describe other major crises, other than the Covid-19 pandemic, that you have 
experienced and led through as school superintendent? 

 
911, Hurricane Harvey, various water incidents, and ice storm. 

 
Leadership Style 
 
4.Describe your leadership style? 
 
Heart-led servant leadership style.  

 
5.How did your leadership style changed in order to adapt to the unprecedented times of 
the pandemic? 

 
I have always been a compassionate leader, but this pandemic has called for so much 
more.  I think my servant heart of getting in there are help alongside staff was apparent 
with preparing and serving meals, deploying devises, assisting at clinics etc.  My door 
was always open.  

 
6.What attributes of your leadership style were successful in responding to Covid-19? 
Please describe.  
 
The fact that I always listen and try to problem solve.  They knew I cared every step of 
the way, and that I was there to get through this with them.  We did it as a TEAM.  
 
School closure due to Covid-19 
 
7.When did you decide to close schools due to the threat of Covid-19 and how long did 
the closure last? 
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We decided close as all others and came back sooner than most.  We were only out for  
 

8.What factors did you take into consideration and how was your decision made to 
shutdown schools?  

 
Safety and health of all.  Too many uncertainties. 
 
9.How was the decision to close schools communicated to stakeholders? 
 
In all forms, in person with masks, emails, phone blast, written, videos, etc.  

 
10.What alternate format was adopted to continue operations, including teaching and 
learning, during the physical closure of schools? 

 
We created a Virtual School for online learning  

 
Crisis Communications 
 
11.What was the biggest pressure you faced when making your decision to close schools 
as superintendent? 

 
Facing the uncertainly and fear 

 
12.What role did you play as school superintendent during to global pandemic to engage 
with stakeholders? Provide some examples of how you communicated with stakeholders 
during this time. 
 
I made frequent videos to stay in touch and to inform.  I was also available on Chats. 

 
13.How did your leadership influence public perception during the first months of Covid-
19 (March 2020-June 2020)? 

 
My strong focus on instruction and safety helped me lead and influence.  I was 
compassionate, fair and levelheaded throughout. I remained focused and used my voice 
of reason.  
 
14.What innovative communication trends were used to disseminate information to 
school district stakeholders during the coronavirus pandemic (March 2020-June 2020)? 

 
I don’t think we used any new innovative forms of communication.  We used what we 
have effectively used in the past and used it with high frequency.  
 
15.Why did crisis communication strategies during a pandemic proved to be efficient for 
school districts to engage with stakeholders? 
 
They helped calm people down while also engaging them frequently. 
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16.How did your school district strengthen communication strategies to adequately 
inform all stakeholders in the face of an unprecedented crisis? 

 
More frequency, using all modalities, all languages needed, more videos from 
Superintendent.  

 
17.As school superintendent, what was your greatest concern during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) and how did you face it? 
 
Student or staff illness or possible death, fear in the community. 

 
Lessons Learned 

 
18.What would you describe as your greatest accomplishment during the first months of 
Covid-19 (March 2020-June 2020) as school superintendent? 

 
Staying cohesive as a team with my School Board, keeping the community calm, clear 
communications. 

 
19.When reflecting on the first months of Covid-19 and your response as superintendent, 
what could you have or should have done differently? 

 
Realization that this would be around a lot longer than expected, realization that this 
affects people differently, better personal health and time management, and work-life 
balance. 
 




