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The COVID-19 pandemic has taught us that schools are more than an educational institution. 

They’re the lifeblood of our community and at the center of who we are and who we strive to be. 

In the summer of 2020 schools across the nation were faced with a profound yet fundamental 

question, how to reopen schools during a global pandemic. North Shore School District 112 

(NSSD112) took on this immense challenge with the formation of a working group made up of 

50 stakeholders featuring administrators, teachers, board members, and parents. The 

committees formed to address four key areas: Instruction/Social-Emotional Learning, 
Operations, Resources, and Communication.  
 

The committees then joined forces with 10 other school districts from across the nation to work 

together to embark on what would be the challenge of a lifetime in terms of educational 

administration and operational logistics. Due to exceptional communication and operational 

execution, NSSD112 was one of very few school districts in the Chicago-land area to open in an 

in-person hybrid learning model in September 2020. Prior to reopening of schools the district 

launched a robust communication effort that focused on the reopening of schools in a hybrid 

model. The campaign has been highly successful based on both analytical and anecdotal 

feedback and data points.  

 

This campaign succeeded in fostering confidence in the district's reopening plan resulting in 

the high adoption of the hybrid in-person model option. It also led to an increase in positive 

parent sentiment as measured by a parent engagement survey and other feedback gathering 

methods.  

 

For the first seven weeks of school, District 112 was a regional leader in operating the hybrid 

in-person learning model before having to pause in October due to an increase of COVID-19 

cases in the surrounding community. After the pause the in-person hybrid model resumed in 

February 2021. The district is now set to open in full in-person schooling in April 2021. This 

submission maps out how the NSSD112 community worked together to ensure students, their 

families, and staff felt safe and empowered to reopen schools in September 2020.  
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Through our research we quickly learned that a strong communication plan was key to the 

success of the reopening. The district learned that there was a strong desire for transparency 

and clarity associated with the COVID-19 mitigation strategies that would be in place for staff 

and students as well as how educational instruction would be delivered. This and other insights 

were gathered from a series of surveys including several e-learning surveys, two 

ThoughtExchange campaigns, a reopening survey as well as an FAQ input form. The district 

also held a series of eight ‘town hall’ style webinars for students and staff.  

 

The key findings from this research found: 

● How family and staff communication goals challenges differed 

● There was a desire to know when cases were occurring at a school 

● There was a need for a summary of the reopening plan  

● That the preferred method of communication was email and video messages 

● The research was also used to develop the key focus areas Instruction/Social-Emotional Learning, 

Operations, Resources, and Communication.  

 

All decisions made about reopening schools, as well as all communication decisions, were 

grounded in scientific research and public health guidance. These resources included the 

Starting the 2020-21 School Year Part 3 - Transition Joint Guidance, The School 

Superintendents Association AASA COVID-19 Recovery Task Force Guidelines for Reopening 

Schools along with the Communication Considerations for Schools from the Centers for Disease 

Control (CDC) and the Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH) Schools Guidance.  
 

These resources grounded the entire organization and allowed leaders in the district to focus on 

perfecting the implementation of the reopening plan and not second guessing or searching for 

answers when roadblocks and difficult questions arose. Furthermore, understanding this 

information allowed the communication committee to know what information mattered most, 

which greatly aided in communication prioritization.  
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https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Part-3-Transition-Planning-Phase-4.pdf
http://aasacentral.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/AASA-COVID-19-Recovery-Task-Force-Guiding-Principals-and-Action-Steps-for-Reopening-Schools.pdf
http://aasacentral.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/AASA-COVID-19-Recovery-Task-Force-Guiding-Principals-and-Action-Steps-for-Reopening-Schools.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/communication/index.html
https://dph.illinois.gov/topics-services/diseases-and-conditions/diseases-a-z-list/coronavirus/schools-guidance


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overview 

The communication committee consisted of the superintendent, director of communication, a 

board of education member, a principal, teacher, and three parents. It was the goal of the 

committee to create a plan to communicate the recommendations put forth by the other 

committees.  

 

Roles and Responsibilities 

 

Superintendent  

Dr. Michael Lubelfeld would lead from the front with a robust communication effort 

that included regular parent emails and weekly video updates. He was named to Illinois 

Governor J.B. Pritzker’s COVID-19 School Task Force and advised on important issues 

impacting the students of the Chicagoland area. Dr. Lubelfeld also did a large amount of 

local and national press interviews. He was the subject of or quoted in placement 

coming from the Chicago Tribune, Christian Science Monitor, NBC 5 Chicago, WGN 

Chicago, WBEZ Chicago, and more. District 112 was able to lead on the reopening of 

schools nearly entirely based on his leadership and communication effectiveness.  

 

Communication Director 

The communication director’s role was execution of the campaign as outlined by the 

committee and in support of the superintendent. The director produced videos in-house 

and worked with freelance graphic artists to produce the collateral for the campaign. 

The director also produced social emotional learning content and other good news 

stories to boost morale and show that the district was still moving forward on many 

fronts despite the pandemic.  

 

Committee  

The committee’s role was to define the parameters of the communication plan and act 

as a sounding board for the administration. 

 

Target Audience  

Target audiences for the campaign were parents and staff. Parents had many concerns 

regarding the opening and needed a venue to voice concerns and find answers to questions. 

Staff members also had many concerns but they differed from the parents.  

 

3 



 

The following steps were taken to cater to both groups: 

 

● When major messages were sent to the public at large, the district would produce a staff 

only version of the communication and list in-line notes that further broke down each 

piece of information from a staff perspective 

● Informational meetings would be held with both groups to hear concerns and address them 

● Parents would be asked to choose between a hybrid in-person learning model and a full 

virtual learning model 

● Parents would be provided the information needed for a decision on how their child 

would be educated for the school year.  

● All of the reasonable staff safety concerns would be addressed and communicated prior 

to opening  

 

Budget 

Printing - 1,500 

Graphic Design - $500 

Total - $2,000 

 

Objective 

The recommendation of the steering committee was to open a school in a two-day per week 

in-person hybrid learning model while also giving a choice to families to select a virtual 

learning option if they did not want their student to attend in person. At the end of each 

marking period parents would be surveyed choosing between hybrid or full virtual learning. It 

was the stance of the district that students would benefit from being in school and it could be 

done safely with the proper plan and mitigations in place.  

 

Thus the objective of was set as: 

 

Effectively communicate information about all learning models and gain 70% 

adoption of the district’s student population in the Hybrid Learning Model each 

trimester/quarter.  

 

The committee's communication must have goals included: 

 

● Produce a plan summary that could be easily understood  

● Frequently communicate all mitigation efforts and community transmission rates 

● Send parents and staff notices of any COVID-19 cases so that the school community 

could track the virus together 

● Share positive stories to boost and sustain morale and positivity 

● Share instructional plans for both the virtual and the in-person hybrid learning models 
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The campaign was divided into three main phases that would be executed throughout the 

school year. With the pre-opening being Phase I, opening and start of school and possible 

learning model changes being Phase II, and sharing positive stories within the district being 

Phase III.  

 

 

Phase I  

Foster a two-way conversation with the public to collect questions and disseminate information. 

 

Strategy 

Create a central online hub for information that features a FAQ component, videos, and details of the reopening                  

plan.  
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Tactic  
Primary 

Audiences 
Message/Content Timing/Status 

 

Video series introducing the 

start of the school restart 

planning Process.  

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

 

 Kicked off the campaign with the 

superintendent laying out the 

planning process and the 

opportunities and challenges 

 

 

 

Three videos resulting in 6,993 

views 

Jul 20, 2020 - 2,949 views 

Jul 31, 2020 - 1,766 views 

Aug 18, 2020 -  2,278 view 

 

Graphics for the campaign  

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

Graphics were created to brand 

reopening communication material 

 

 

 

 

Completed 

August 2020 

Hybrid Learning Graphic 

Rosie the Learner Graphic 

 

 

Social media campaign asking 

for FAQ questions 

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

          Facebook Post 

 

 

 

 

Completed 

July 3 

4.2k reach resulting in more than 

300 questions being submitted. 

  

Newsletter launching the 

website, FAQ, and a preview of 

the reopening plan 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

Planning process update with a call 

to action to explore the new FAQ 

 

  

 

Completed 

July 10 

9,323 email opens  

Link to email 

https://www.facebook.com/nssd112/photos/3383445465035738
https://www.facebook.com/nssd112/photos/3444020538978230
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1421085768076835
https://www.smore.com/4va05


 

 

Phase II 

Communicate all facets or aspects of the Reopening Plan.  

 

Strategy 

Implement an integrated informational campaign focusing on the Reopening Plan and the core values driving the                

plan.  
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launching of the Reopening 

webpage portal 

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

Webpage that acted as  a central 

online hub for information 

 

 

Completed 

July 10 

9,323 webpage visits to-date  

Link to webpage 

 

Student Town Halls with Dr. 

Lubelfeld 

 

 

Students 

 

 

 

 

Zoom meeting that engaged D112 

students. Students were given an 

open forum to ask the 

superintendent’s cabinet 

 

Held 

July 16 

 

 

Reopening Plan Summary 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

After the Phase I planning process 

came to an end, the full plan 

document was converted into a 

summary that would be more 

accessible to the average reader 

Completed 

July 21 

Link to Summary 

 

Staff Town Halls with Dr. 

Lubelfeld 

 

Staff 

 

 

A series of seven Zoom meetings 

that engaged D112 staff in a 

two-way dialog  

 

Completed 

August -September 

 

 

Tactic  
Primary 

Audience 
Message/Content Timing/Status 

Produce a series of videos and/or blog 

posts that bookend the summer 

planning process and previews the start 

of school. 

 

 

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Updates on the plan and 

other important 

information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three videos resulting in 4,745 

views 

Sep 10, 2020 - 1,387 views 

Sep 30, 2020 - 1,680 views 

October 28 - 2020 - 1,678 views 

 

 

 

 

 

Social media posts from the first day of 

school. The photos will be of in person 

and/or e-learning instruction.  

 

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

 

Back-to-school messaging 

with images of in-person 

instruction  

 

 

 

September 3 

3.5k reach, more than 150 likes, 9 

comments and 6 shares  

Link to Facebook post 

 

https://www.nssd112.org/Page/4055
https://www.nssd112.org/summary
https://www.facebook.com/nssd112/posts/3513700332010250


 

 

Phase III 

Create positive content that highlights the district new construction projects and social emotional learning 

 

Strategy  

Highlight the district’s Long-Range Plan with a hashtag campaign and promote social emotional learning              

resources  
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Daily communication featuring emails 

and video updates 

 

 

 

Parents, Staff  

 

 

 

 

 

This included daily 

updates of cases of report 

COVID-19 positive tests 

results allowing the 

community to track the 

virus  

Ongoing 

Example 1 

Example 2 

 

 

 

Thought Exchange campaign to book 

end the campaign and lead to full in 

person 

 

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ThoughtExchange asked 

the community “What 

additional clarity do you 

seek with regards to our 

transition to the April 

Pivot to Full In-person or 

Full Virtual Learning?” 

 

 

This was done at the end of the 

campaign in March 2021 as the 

district moved from hybrid to full 

in-person lead to 1,234 participants 

leaving 1,053 thoughts that 

produced 43,856 ratings 

 

 

 

Tactic  
Primary 

Audience 
Message/Content Timing/Status 

Launch Optimistic Household 

family SEL  

 

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

 

Shawn Achor, bestselling author and 

expert in positive psychology helped 

the district produce a series of six 

interactive videos designed for 

NSSD112 families to foster learning 

and social-emotional wellbeing 

1,018 video views and 545 

website views in a 6-week 

span 

Link to Optimistic Household 

 

 

 

How to Deal With the Stress of 

COVID and Remote Learning 

 

 

 

 

Parents 

 

 

 

 

 

Presenters Dr. Makki and Dr. Novak 

presented to the D112 community 

sharing their extensive experience 

helping families function effectively 

and form healthy and lasting bonds 

 

 

Event held live and posted on 

December 3 

89 live viewers 

48 video views 

Link to event video 

 

Promotion of parent event “Building 

Resilience During a Pandemic” 

 

 

Parents 

 

 

 

 

Presenter Doug Bolton, Ph.D., 

shared strategies and current social 

science research meant to help 

during challenging times 

 

 

Event held live and posted on 

December 17 

132 live viewers 

192 video views 

Link to event video 

Launch Facility Fridays hashtag 

campaign (#FacilityFridays) to 

highlight the completion of 

Northwood Middle School  

 

 

Parents, Staff, 

Community 

 

 

 

 

 

This weekly video series highlighted 

the building project within the 

district. This hashtag campaign gave 

a sense that no matter what was 

going on around it the project would 

continue even if the world around it 

seemingly ground to a halt  

Started November 2020 

Ongoing  

Example 

 

https://www.nssd112.org/cms/lib/IL02217852/Centricity/Domain/1243/2_5%20Notice%20of%20Positive%20Test%20Results%20Feb%205%20Spanish.pdf
https://www.smore.com/dsje1
https://www.nssd112.org/site/Default.aspx?PageID=4048
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VXpTF7Sae-8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DxasxwVF6Q4
https://www.nssd112.org/Long-RangePlanning
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FsDdKEEw4mk


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The campaign received enormous success based on the fact that the in person numbers 

exceeded our goal each time we asked our parents. We finished the first three quarters 

of the school year with several reported cases but no clusters of outbreaks or any real 

evidence of school spread of the virus. We attribute that to enhanced mitigation efforts, 

the commitment of our staff and students, and the faith the parents placed in us. 

Furthermore, our ongoing communications led to an increase from when we asked in 

September to when we asked in October. The district will go full in-person on April 6 

and will welcome back 89 percent of its student population to school full time 

in-person. 
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There was also a positive increase in public sentiment in regards to the district. After 

years of mistrust and a failed referendum, a new administration had been rebuilding 

the district's reputation over the span of two years and recently passed a $74 million 

dollar modernized plan just before the pandemic hit. Due to careful planning, 

management, and communication, parent appreciation has reached a high point. The 

administration received letters, emails, and social media posts of thanks and 

appreciation. Some of these parent comments are below.  
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