A Pragmatic Response Guide – COVID-19

On March 2nd, Eastside Prep, made the decision to move to remote instruction until April 13th. In that process, we learned a few things and our communities regarded the process as a successful one. Below is a framework of insights and questions that were useful to us and we hope are useful to you.
As in any major community shift, the context and culture that you know should be your North Star. These solutions have been successful with an N of 1. They are not statistically significant, nor are they produced to be widely applicable. In essence, this is a case study to help inform you in your plans, which ought to be different than our plans as your school is different than our school.

Context
We are an independent school, close to 500 students and 100 faculty and staff. Our students are in a 1:1 environment already. Our course work is already housed in Instructure’s Canvas LMS. Our school is also subscribed to Office365 (A1 license with desktop apps). Our faculty are largely tech savvy and our student culture is high trust. Our Winter Trimester was also scheduled to complete on the Thursday following our announcement to go to a remote learning mode.

Step 1: Making a case that changing your school modality is a sound decision.
You will have an easier time than we did. The media and reality has taken care of that for you. Note that anything that grows exponentially, whether it is debt, your retirement or a virus, early action is the most important factor in acting. https://medium.com/@tomaspueyo/coronavirus-act-today-or-people-will-die-f4d3d9cd99ca illustrates this in exhaustive mathematical detail.

Step 2a: Block out time for the Senior Leadership Team to Meet A Lot
We have met for 13 hours collectively between March 2nd and March 11th (inclusive). On our decision day we had 3.5 hours of meetings going through plans. Each sub-team spent hours getting their teams ready and building materials for faculty training. We did 10 of those 13 hours via Microsoft Teams, though any video conferencing solution will work, more on that below. Our meeting cadence has essentially been 1 hr per day since announcing (we took Saturday off but not Sunday). These meetings are invaluable as the ripple effects of decisions are wide-reaching and need to be contributed back into a decision making body.
Step 2b: Scaffold out your solution before your official announcement
In the 3 hour meeting preceding our move to remote instruction, we scaffolded out what our remote school environment would look like and each committed to what could be accomplished in the following days. These commitments should not be taken lightly, they need to be adhered to and that might mean some long hours if things don’t go as quickly as planned. In our case, we came up with the following roll out plan:
Monday 2pm: make the announcement (you can see our full first week of communications as well in a separate document).
Tuesday: Establish Microsoft teams courses for all courses, joining faculty and students (we did this via the School Data Sync tool provided by Office365). Faculty Tasks: close out your existing courses, communicate with your students about what final papers, projects and other assignments need to be completed. Tech department, produce video tutorials for faculty on minimum usage of Teams to conduct class. Program group, begin to set norms for remote sessions (final document also available)
Wednesday:  Faculty training: Watch video, 30min session to talk about using teams with Director of Tech. Split to discipline/department groups to discuss how remote teaching will work in your subject (30min). Tech department, large load supporting teachers making sure that their questions were answered and their headsets and video cameras were working. Built a team to house many of those tips and tricks.
Thursday: Optional faculty office hours for Teams questions (well attended). Middle School 1hr meeting to go over student expectations for remote learning. Upper School 1hr meeting to go over student expectations for remote learning. Expectations revised by core program group based on faculty feedback.
Friday: Ran 3 periods of school day in 25 minute chunks to uncover as many student technology issues as possible and get faculty used to remote classes. 1hr optional meeting hosted by Tech Director on Teams questions. Faculty also generated some small groups to work out particular techniques with each other, Tech Director joined as many as was able.
Monday onward: Classes begin for Spring Term. Classes will follow the exact schedule that they did before. We will still have advisory, we will still have PE and Art and other courses that seem difficult to teach remotely. 
(not part of the communicated plan, but also happening, were each department [business office, communications, admissions, etc] building their own means of getting business done remotely]
Step 2c: Establish and Commit to a Communication Schedule
The community’s confidence in your handling of the transition is directly related to you managing expectations and executing on those expectations. In our case, we committed to daily briefings to the community and separate daily briefings to the faculty. The senior leadership team committed to daily 1hr meetings. You must meet these expectations, if you cannot, you must explain what the new expectations will be while meeting the old expectations. If you cannot maintain daily communications, you should have two days of announcements (daily) that you will be moving to every other day.
Step 2d: Build in mechanism for community feedback
You will get feedback no matter what, think ahead as to where you want it to go and provide those mechanisms for people. Act or at least acknowledge what is bubbling up for your community. In our case we used a mix of Microsoft Forms and SurveyMonkey surveys.
Establishing a plan
We strongly recommend maintaining as much of the school life as possible during the remote session. There is a temptation to pare back offerings and expectations to a minimum. We believe, instead you should go all in on maintaining culture and community. Have advisories, invent faculty video happy hours if that is part of your culture. Have means of creating idle conversation with each other and share stories. We are continuing to have all meetings, faculty hiring interviews, every course (except study hall), many clubs and some athletic practices all remote while practicing social distancing. It can be done, it does require creativity and it will never be as good as doing it in-person.
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Technology Rollouts
You must simultaneously add nothing new to your systems and procedures AND be able to deliver a complete experience. That will generally mean that you have to implement one or more technological systems. Know that each system brings with it a new set of complexity and training requirements. Where possible leverage your existing systems more fully. In our case, even though we were using Teams for our video conferencing and even though it has many LMS style tools built in, we advised faculty to only use LMS functions in Canvas as that was what the community was used to. Someday we may utilize more of those Teams features but now is not the time to spread skill acquisition time too thin.
Restrict tool usage
There are many ways in which a teacher might deliver an online course. There are alternatives that are often free and often have features that are lacking in your proposed solution. For example, Zoom offers some features that Teams does not, yet we explicitly required teachers to use Teams. This decision is crucial as it protects students and families from being confused in their mode of instruction. If each class brings with it a new means of connecting and interacting, that is a large cognitive load on your students. It doesn’t matter so much which platform you choose as much as it does that you choose a platform.
Consider removing homework at least for the first week
We are starting, and likely continuing, to have all work be presented and completed within our 85 minutes block periods (with extensions and required). This is to help reduce aggregate screen time, keep the school time focused and to enforce remote courses to be more than 85 minute lectures for students. There is a question as to whether students will cover as much content, and, likely they will not. Our recommendation is that the school should just acknowledge that and move on rather than attempt to enforce a pace.
Keep providing resources for your faculty to get assistance and brainstorm together
We continue to provide office hours for faculty to troubleshoot issues with remote teaching and share best practices. We offer these for 1hr Tuesday and Thursdays and will continue until attendance declines. Your faculty will be working overtime, they will need to see your team working to improve their experience to keep their morale up.
Reach out for help
There are lots of resources that other schools and companies can provide you. Figure out what you need and find that. Read a few things but don’t get bogged down in getting it perfect when the goal is to get things working fast. Your community will be forgiving if things roll out quickly and continue to improve.
