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PLANNING THE RETURN TO 
LEARNING

Fall is typically an exciting time for students, parents, and teachers. However, 
next school year will present additional complicating factors. 

We are all thinking about what the 2020-2021 school year will look like and 
how to maximize student’s academic learning after what may have been a very 
unstructured spring and summer. 

There are several options under consideration for the fall return to learning: 

• Continue with full-time distance learning

• Provide a hybrid model where students attend school certain days of the 
week and learn from home on others

• Return altogether but with updated protocols and schedules

While we likely won’t know what the fall will look like before we end this school 
year, our goal is to be prepared for any scenario. This whitepaper contains 
recommendations applicable in any of these instances.
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Most will agree that the following scenarios are likely: 

• Summer school will have a virtual option with some 
districts adding an in-person option.

• School will start on time, possibly early, although the 
schedule may be modified somewhat.

• Anticipation of new or inexperienced teachers and 
difficulty filling teacher openings.

• Increased absenteeism for both teachers and students.

• Preparation for possible future closures. 

• Teacher professional development focused on online 
learning.



We can all agree that there are a lot of unknowns to deal with regarding the fall. 
Wherever learning happens for students this fall, at home or in the classroom, 
careful planning will be the key to success. We compiled six big picture 
guidelines that can support a successful return to learning for students and 
teachers this fall:  

1. Adopt one Learning Management System (LMS) and use it diligently

2. Revisit pacing guides and review key skills for each grade 

a. Include differentiation as part of learning 

b. Build in time for students to master prerequisite skills (remediation) 
as part of the unit. If you have a program like Classworks, you can 
add a Classworks skill unit to each unit in your LMS. Students and 
teachers can access the units from within the LMS, instead of having 
to log into a different program. 

3. Technology investment - expand 1:1

a. Beyond the school building. 1:1 for many districts did not include 
sending devices home. All districts should formalize their 1:1 offering 
including 24/7 access to devices.

4. Intervention 

a. Assessment

b. Individualized interventions

c. Social Emotional Learning

d. Progress Monitoring

e. Special Education

5. Schedule

a. Office hours 

b. Bell schedule 

6. Professional Development

FALL



1. ADOPT ONE LMS AND USE IT DILIGENTLY
This spring many districts gave teachers the autonomy to choose the 
resource(s) they were comfortable with for digital learning. That made sense for 
the sudden closures at the time. However, moving forward we need to simplify 
this for students and parents. One of the main frustrations for parents were the 
number of applications they were logging into. As a result, many parents threw 
their hands up, resulting in frustration for both students and teachers.

Choose a Learning Management System (LMS) that works best for your 
school or district and ensure that all teachers use it consistently. A Learning 
Management System is a program designed to house digital instruction, 
tools, and resources. Some popular examples include Google Classroom, 
Schoology, Canvas, Blackboard, and many more. 

All lesson plans and resources should live in the LMS. This is not 
just a snow day tool anymore. If lesson plans are submitted 
and reviewed weekly then require they be submitted in the 
LMS.  
All student resources needed to complete the lessons 
should live there as well. To implement an LMS with fidelity 
requires professional learning and accountability measures. 
But, soon it will become the norm and teachers, students, and 
parents will have one place to go for the majority of their teaching and 
learning. One idea to support the transition to full-time LMS use is to pair 
up teachers that thrive online with those that struggle.

The benefits well surpass the drawbacks! All curriculum is accessible from 
everywhere. All students, regardless of where they are learning, are receiving 
the same consistent instruction. Substitutes and other professionals in the 
building can quickly support students in any class.

Let’s break these down one by one...
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2. REVISIT AND REVAMP PACING GUIDES
Evaluate the important standards and adjust pacing guides to progress slower 
through the curriculum. Packing last year’s skills into the curriculum will 
cause issues for both teachers and students. It’s important to be realistic when 
building your pacing guide for the coming school year. Allow more time for 
students to actively apply knowledge to the standard.

Include both differentiation on grade level and opportunities for mastery of 
prerequisite skills in all lessons. It will be much more valuable to go deeper into 
each unit, instead of wider.

One way to do this is by utilizing vertical planning during PLC and data 
meetings. Have different grade level teachers collaborate with each other to 
determine which standards are going to need the most prerequisites for success 
in the subsequent grade. Consider the standards that can be easily embedded 
within lessons rather than a main focus. 

Building the right instruction may be a moving target. Grade-level collaboration 
will just be a starting place. Use screening assessment and formative 
assessment data to determine where prerequisite skills are most needed.

SILVER LINING - LMS 
* Sharing the work of creating lesson plans is most 

likely already happening within schools. For example, 
one teacher might write Math and Science units while 
another does LA and History. Pairing up teachers will 
ensure success via the “buddy system”. 

* Teachers can quickly grade student work directly in the 
LMS.  

* An LMS facilitates open communication between 
teachers and students. 



3. TECHNOLOGY INVESTMENT - EXPAND 1:1
It’s very likely you’ve made or are making large technology investments. If you 
have a 1:1 technology landscape or are close to that make sure technology is 
part of day-to-day learning in the classroom. That will make the transition to at 
home learning much easier for teachers and students. 

What might classroom instruction look like in a 1:1 environment? 

• Every student comes to class and opens their laptop.

• Bell work may be a Classworks activity for 10 min.

• The teacher teaches a lesson while students take notes on their computer.

• Teachers record themselves while delivering lessons and upload 
recordings into the LMS for students to watch again when needed.

• Students break into small groups. Some may work on differentiated 
lessons while others start with the prerequisite.

• Early finishers will still have access to all of their work.

• Allow students to take computers home to do homework. 

SILVER LINING - PACING GUIDES 
Stronger teacher collaboration will benefit your staff 
and your students. Often teachers don’t know what the 
standards look like in the grade above or below, so your Tier 
1 instruction will become stronger during this process. 
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The right technology does promote student growth, but the 
technology must be well implemented, and teachers need to 

be bought in.

4. INTERVENTION
There’s been a lot of research on the negative impact Hurricane Katrina had on 
school aged children. Many today lack both jobs and a diploma. The high levels 
of trauma and instability caused  learning to be nearly impossible. 

One study released by NWEA has already made similar predictions regarding 
the Covid slide. While these predictions could be dire, quick action can keep the 
damage at bay. The key is structure and urgency. 

The expectations must stay high for students to succeed in catching up. This is 
a time to help children build resilience–an invaluable life lesson! 

How can you help soften the negative impact of Covid-19 for students?

• Acknowledge the issue up front

• Act purposefully

• Work together with the families to provide cohesive support

 
The Importance of Assessment 

The first step is to screen all students at the beginning of the year by using a 
vertically scaled or adaptive test. This will give you the data on where each of 
your students are ready to learn. You may already be working with a nationally-
recognized assessment like Renaissance Star or NWEA MAP Growth.  
Classworks includes an NCII-validated academic screener that is automatically 
assigned to all students at the beginning of the year. 

SILVER LINING - TECHNOLOGY
This may initially be intimidating for teachers, but 
think about how college and career ready our students will 
be with the exposure to 1:1.



Unlike previous years, the recommendation for this fall is to set your screening 
window as early as possible. The earlier you get a baseline, the faster relevant 
interventions can begin.  

An academic screener serves two main purposes:

• It offers insight into prerequisites needed for the pacing guide.

• The data informs the intervention curriculum.

Individualized Intervention

It is essential that the intervention curriculum students are working on is not 
the core curriculum at a lower grade. Why? We know more of the same doesn’t 
work. In addition, this fall you will be expecting even more from students 
academically. It’s important for them to be able to engage with skills in a variety 
of ways. When choosing an intervention program consider a program that does 
the following: 

• Provides individualized intervention based on each student’s assessment 
results. If you are already using a high-quality screener choose a program 
that connects with the assessment you are using.

• Instruction is assigned to the student at the level they are ready to learn, 
quickly building their confidence.  

• The intervention allows the student to engage with skills in a variety of 
ways embedding the knowledge further.  
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Social Emotional Learning 

This fall, in addition to planning for the return to learning, schools are 
thinking more than ever about how to meet the Social and Emotional Learning 
(SEL) needs of their students. Whether it’s because services this spring were 
interrupted or because students experienced trauma and stress which left them 
more vulnerable than ever, SEL is at the top of many educator’s minds. 

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 
recommends that for SEL to be successful, it must be integrated into all aspects 
of schools, including academic interventions. 

But, why? The right academic intervention not only supports student academic 
growth, but it also helps students develop two important SEL competencies: 
self-awareness and self-management. 

Self-Awareness

The core competency of self-awareness includes recognizing one’s emotions 
and thoughts and their influence on behavior. It encompasses accurately 
assessing one’s own strengths, limitations, and biases. Self-awareness also 
focuses on developing a well-grounded sense of confidence, optimism, and 
growth mindset. 

Helping students build confidence from the beginning of the new school year 
will be an important factor in their success throughout the year. Individualized 
interventions can play an enormous role in boosting confidence. Providing 
students with an individualized learning experience means their own 
assessment data is informing the activities they are working on. In other words, 
students are engaging with skills that are most relevant to them. In Classworks, 
for example, all learning is individualized for each student. They develop 
confidence almost immediately as they work at their own pace on the exact 
skills they are ready to learn. 

This success multiplies on itself as learning gaps are closed, students continue 
to gain confidence, and they ultimately begin to experience success in the 
classroom. 



Teachers should have an easy way to document academic and behavioral 
growth for students including positive and negative behaviors. Within 
Classworks, teachers have a Student Observation section that includes an 
academic and behavior checklist and documentation area. Teachers use this 
to document positive and negative behaviors and any overall observations for 
their students. Multiple teachers are able to contribute to these reports, giving a 
well-rounded picture of how the student is doing throughout the day. 

Remember that students are perceptive. They often know when they are 
working on instruction that varies from their peers. In the fall, it’s likely many 
students will be at different baselines and will be working on a variety of skills. 
Be open with students about the fact that although they are in the same grade, 
they will be working on lessons personalized to each one of them. This builds 
awareness that each student has unique needs and fosters empathy. It also 
removes the negativity they may feel towards working on something different 
from their friends. 

A helpful practice is to establish enrichment/intervention periods where 
each student works on individual skills and introduce these classes 
as independent and individual learning times for all students. By 
including the time each day for students to work independently 
on learning specifically for them, they gain perspective that 
we can all be learning the same thing in one class and very 
different things in other classes.  

Self-Management 

Self-management includes regulating one’s emotions, thoughts, 
and behaviors effectively in different situations. This involves 
managing stress, controlling impulses, motivating oneself, and setting 
and working toward personal and academic goals.
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Incorporate motivation and 
goal-setting into your academic 
intervention program to help students 
develop self-management. A student 
dashboard, like the My Scores 
dashboard in Classworks, gives 
students an at-a-glance view of their 
progress. Students can set weekly 
goals related to time and mastery. 
As they make progress towards goals they earn a variety of badges. Teaching 
students how to monitor their own progress, set goals, and make adjustments 
where needed gives them ownership and accountability. Students will feel 
more control over their learning – an important support when they feel out 
of control in other areas of their life. Teachers use student dashboards like 
Classworks My Scores to conference with students, recognize their incremental 
accomplishments, and celebrate them in front of their peers or parents.  

Although having a digital dashboard for motivation and goal-setting is ideal, 
students also benefit from keeping a notebook for academic and personal 
goal-setting. Classworks students use our Student Success Notebook to set an 
academic goal each week and write strategies for how they will meet that goal. 
Personal goals are also tracked weekly. Additionally, students have a place to 
track their own progress, reflect on their efforts, and note if they accomplished 
their goal or not. Teachers have a section for their feedback and there is space to 
add rewards such as badges and stickers. 

Progress Monitoring  

In order to continue progress monitoring whether students are learning in the 
classroom or at home, plan for virtual progress monitoring that does not require 
one-on-one teacher/student administration. 

A virtual progress monitoring program should make it easy for teachers to 
assign progress monitoring and automatically provide students with weekly 
assessments. In addition, it should provide real-time data that shows students 



rate of improvement calculated automatically. Teachers should have visibility 
into student progress no matter where the test is taken.

Regardless of the tool you use, discuss the importance of progress monitoring 
with parents if students will be taking assessments at home. Helping them to 
understand why progress monitoring is important and how they can support 
their students with good test taking practices will help gain buy-in and support. 

Special Education 

When determining how to best support your special education students open 
and ongoing communication with involved teachers, parents, and students is 
crucial.  
Consider doing the following:

• Openly communicate about IEP goals and how best to accomplish them. 

• Plan for the possibility of schools closing again and/or increased 
absenteeism and how that will impact goals.  

• Establish any technology accommodations students need to use 
computers both at school and at home.

• Include other caregivers in the conversation as much as possible.

• Offer families more exposure to the programs their students use in school, 
especially if technology is involved for student learning of key skills.

• Collaboration between special education and general education teachers. 
Several of the accommodations can be incorporated by the General 
Education teacher into their lessons whether in class or remote.

SILVER LINING - INTERVENTION
High-quality programs like Classworks automatically 
provide students with the lessons they are ready to learn 
and make progress monitoring easy to do. 
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5. SCHEDULE

Flexibility is the name of the game when thinking about fall schedules. 
Incorporate office hours into all school schedules to support students who need 
extra help with skills being taught in the classroom. 

Both office hours and intervention periods are equally important to include 
in your schedules this fall. Both should be incorporated whether learning is 
in school or at home. Include ELT/intervention periods into all schools, for all 
students. Unlike office hours, which are designed to support students mastering 
tier one instruction, the ELT/intervention periods should be individualized for 
all students. Using instructional technology that individualizes learning will 
help you to maximize intervention periods.

All hands on deck! Utilize ALL staff in your school this fall. During the ELT/
intervention periods, while students are working on their individualized 
interventions, parapros and other caring adults can help monitor the 
instructional program and motivate students while they are working. Include 
any staff who will support student learning in professional learning days. 

6. PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The investment in hardware and instructional technology should go hand-in-
hand with the investment in professional learning. For widespread adoption, 
teachers must feel comfortable and confident with using their resources. 

Plan to provide training on how to effectively use your Learning Management 
System and any online instructional resources you plan to use.  In addition, 
discuss with teachers and principals what went well with your remote learning 
plan this year and what needs more attention. Use the results of that discussion 
to inform your training plan going forward.



For more information:  
Contact Classworks at help@classworks.com 
Call 770-355-5555 or visit www.classworks.com 

Parents may feel empowered from teaching at home for a semester and 
provide more input than usual regarding the in-classroom learning 
environment.

Arrange professional learning for principals and teachers to support them 
with communication with this empowered group of parents who may have 
more input than we are accustomed to.

No matter what approach your school takes, we hope some of these guidelines 
will help set your teachers and students up for success next school year! 

http://help.classworks.com/en/
https://www.curriculumadvantage.com/classworks

