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Special Series COVID-19

In 1918, influenza created a global pandemic, taking the lives 
of millions of people. Nearly every person knew a victim 
(Morens & Taubenberger, 2018; Viboud & Lessler, 2018). 
However, out of the 1918 pandemic, numerous improve-
ments to public health and safety were made. We learned the 
importance of handwashing and sanitation, the merits of iso-
lation to avoid spreading the virus, and the significance of 
educating the public about the virus to decelerate the spread 
of the pandemic (Martini et al., 2019). Until the COVID-19 
pandemic this year, it would have been difficult to imagine 
such dire circumstances in today’s mobile economy (Morens 
& Taubenberger, 2018). Over 100 years later, much of the 
knowledge about pandemic spread that we gained in 1918 
was useful during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.

For many schools, the transition from face-to-face 
instruction to remote learning during the COVID-19 pan-
demic was not their finest hour, particularly for underre-
sourced, underserved rural schools. Gross and Opalka 
(2020) surveyed a nationwide sample of 477 school systems. 
Of those surveyed, a mere 27% of rural schools reported 
expectations of teachers to provide instruction to students, 
compared with more than 50% of urban schools. Prior to 
COVID-19, Showalter et al. (2019) completed an evaluation 
of the state of rural education in the United States. Findings 
indicate that although overall National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) performance is on par with 
the national average, rural schools in impoverished areas 

score significantly lower than their more adequately resourced 
peers. Texas is currently working to improve special educa-
tion identification procedures and services provided through 
a corrective action plan (CAP) initiated by the U.S. 
Department of Education (Texas Education Agency, 2019). 
Despite funding difficulties and challenges with serving stu-
dents eligible for special education during a pandemic, there 
are districts that leveraged the strengths of rural communi-
ties to meet student and family needs. Commerce Independent 
School District is one exemplar. The purpose of this article is 
to highlight successes and lessons learned to offer guidance 
to districts as we continue to navigate challenges associated 
with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Commerce Independent School 
District

Commerce Independent School District (CISD) is a member 
of the Tri County Shared Services Arrangement (SSA) that 
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includes eight other neighboring districts. Tri County SSA 
has provided leadership and special education supports to 
districts in Delta, Hopkins, and Hunt counties since 1975. 
According to their website (http://www.commerceisd.org/
page/Tri_County), the mission of the cooperative is to “assist 
district educators and administrators in providing a quality 
education with appropriate special education services to stu-
dents with special needs to help each student successfully 
reach their full potential” (p. 1). Under the leadership of the 
Director of Special Education, the SSA provides assessment 
and related services to area districts. These services include 
speech and language therapy, occupational therapy, and 
counseling. Other related services are provided by contract. 
CISD has a dedicated center-based program for students 
with emotional and behavioral disabilities.

CISD district is located on the eastern edge of north Texas 
in rural Hunt County. The district is the second largest dis-
trict in the Tri County SSA. CISD includes four schools: two 
elementary schools, Commerce Elementary School and A.C. 
Williams; one middle school, Commerce Middle School; 
and one high school, Commerce High School.

District Personnel

District personnel include 113 teachers, nine school-based 
administrators, and seven central office administrators. A 
dedicated Caregiver and Family Coordinator and Technology 
Coordinator support student needs. Each school also has a 
dedicated counselor and a medical clinic that assists with 
ensuring students have access to vaccines and medical care. 
Afterschool programming is provided through the Boys 
and Girls Club and the grant-funded Afterschool Centers on 
Education (ACE) program. Each school has at least two spe-
cial education teachers and a dedicated Dyslexia Specialist. 
The CISD Board of Trustees includes six members with 
experience in business, agriculture, education, and public 
service.

Parents and Families

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Commerce is home 
to 2,931 families. About 17% of residents are younger than 
the age of 18 years. Almost 40% of families live in poverty 
with a median household income of US$24,640. Texas 
A&M-Commerce, an R2 university, is the main employer in 
the area. About 65% of Commerce residents rent with a 
median rental cost of US$799 per month. Despite economic 
conditions, almost 78% of families have a computer and 
68% of households have access to broadband internet (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2020).

Students

CISD serves 1,603 students from diverse backgrounds. 
About 48% of students identify as White, 22% as Black, and 

21% as Hispanic. Approximately 64% of students qualify 
for the free and reduced lunch program, one method of 
determining socioeconomic status and economic disadvan-
tage. State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness 
(STAAR) testing results, an end-of-course state-adminis-
tered test for Grades 3 to 12, suggest that CISD students are 
performing below state averages. The percentage of students 
receiving special education services and from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds exceeds the state average 
(Special Education: CISD = 12.50%, Texas = 9.60%; 
Economically Disadvantaged: CISD = 65.8%, Texas = 
60.60%). The percentage of students from economically dis-
advantaged backgrounds continues to grow with over 72% 
of Commerce Elementary and A.C. Williams Elementary 
students classified as being from economically disadvan-
taged backgrounds. The mobility rate, a measure that 
includes students transferring in and out of district, is also 
above the state average (CISD = 16.10%, Texas = 15.40%; 
Texas Education Agency, 2019). See Table 1 for demo-
graphic information by school.

CISD’s Response to COVID-19

The authors have worked together on several projects 
through school–university partnerships, and CISD gave 
generously their time to share lessons learned from their 
work during COVID-19. The authors met in May 2020 by 
Zoom to discuss the successes, lessons learned, and plans 
for future directions as CISD navigated ramifications from 
COVID-19. Several themes from the meeting with Dr. 
Patricia Tremmel, Assistant Superintendent, and Ms. Rachel 
Myers, Tri County SSA Director of Special Education 
emerged. These themes included (a) effective communica-
tion, (b) collaboration, (c) professional development and 
resource distribution, (d) compliance, and (e) effective 
translation of state and federal guidelines. The themes align 
with identified strengths and resilience of rural special edu-
cation programs (Berry et al., 2011; Curtin et al., 2016; 
Fleming et al., 2018).

Communication

Open lines of communication, especially in times of crisis, 
can mitigate feelings of uncertainty and anxiety (Heide & 
Simonsson, 2014). At the onset of the COVID-19 closures, 
administrative teams met, including central office, special 
education, school, and community leaders. Dr. Tremmel, 
Assistant Superintendent, worked with principals and com-
municated directly with teachers through a series of memos. 
See Figure 1 for an exemplar. The Board of Trustees contin-
ued to meet and worked hand-in-hand with school adminis-
tration to ensure clear communication with families and the 
community.

Texas Education Agency (TEA) mailed learning packets 
directly to student homes. However, returning these packets 

http://www.commerceisd.org/page/Tri_County
http://www.commerceisd.org/page/Tri_County
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Table 1. CISD Demographics by School.

School Enrollment

No. special 
education 
teachers

% students 
receiving 
special 

education

% students 
economically 
disadvantaged

% students 
English 
learners

Class size 
average

Mobility 
rate (%)

Per pupil 
expenditure

Commerce Elementary 378 3 11.10 75.70 13.80 18.40–20.90 19.90 US$6,086
A.C. Williams Elementary 335 3 11.90 72.70 11.60 20.00–26.10 18.40 US$5,808
Commerce Middle 345 2 15.10 62.00 7.50 14.60–18.60 13.70 US$6,610
Commerce High 458 4 12.00 55.90 5.20 13.30–20.80 14.10 US$6,600

Note. Data were obtained from the Texas Education Agency School Report Cards (Texas Education Agency, 2019) and CISD Student Handbooks (see 
https://www.commerceisd.org/). Additional information about calculations is available from the websites. CISD = Commerce Independent School 
District.

03/23/2020

Tiger Teachers and Staff, 

Thank you for all your hard work to get us up and going with our Distance Learning Model (DLM) for our Tigers. Thank you to our amazing Admin-
istrator Teams. Everyone has focused on our Tigers and kept our #PRIDE motto on the forefront with putting our Tiger Students first. We appreciate 
you and it shows in our work we have accomplished, thus far. Making that first connection with phone calls last week (while getting information for 
our survey) was much appreciated by the parents and students as they know we are still here and thinking of them. I am blessed to be here in our Com-
merce ISD family. I feel like the old days back in the 90’s when I sported the CHS Tiger Mascot suit--the Pride and Spirit of Tiger Nation is alive! 

 “Great Things are never done by one person. They’re done by a team of people.” 

Remember- this first week of paper and pencil packets is over material we have already covered. 

Starting Monday, March 30, Grades 3-12 will go to online learning, coupled with paper and pencil packets. And PreK-Grade 2 will remain with 
paper and pencil. You may want to continue with material we have already covered and spiral in new TEKS, as best to serve in a Distance Learn-
ing Model. We do not want to overwhelm the “substitute teacher aka parent/guardian.” I know you will continue to make wise choices as you and 
your grade levels and departments work together on lessons. Your Principal(s) are your Instructional Leaders, so continue to bounce ideas off of 
them as we enter DLM. 

Actions Steps for Teachers and Rationale 

1. Check Email Daily- Please make sure to check your email daily. Emails may come from your Principal(s), parents, me, Mr. Alderman, 
or other pertinent Administrators. We are learning new information and standards of practice during the COVID-19 pandemic daily, from a 
phone call conference with Commissioner of Education, Mike Morath. It is important for you to keep up with information and we all stay in 
compliance. 

2. Keep a Daily Log on Google Form - Teachers -You will need to keep a DAILY log of what you are doing. We will make this easy in a 
Google Form, drop down with choices. Heather Kilgore will be sending you the Google Form, today. You must complete the Google Form 
daily, starting tomorrow, March 24. The rationale is this is how we are getting paid from our ADA (Average Daily Allotment), because we are 
keeping track of the work we are doing while we are providing Distance Learning to our Tigers. Mike Morath stated, “Everyone who teaches a 
class, must be keeping a log of some sort in case the District is audited.” Once again, please complete the Google Form daily. When this is all 
over, we will have you print your forms; in case we are audited, we can show Commerce ISD complied to TEA directives. It is not minute for 
minute instruction. So you may have 3 hours logged for one day, and 6 hours logged on another depending on your responsibilities for that day. 

3. Report Cards- Grading Period ends tonight at 10pm on Monday, March 23. Tuesday- PEIMS will run grade verification and email to 
teachers. Wednesday- Teachers will review grade verification and email PEIMS if they find a discrepancy by 10:00am. Teachers will keep a 
copy and turn in back to school (with their signature) next time you are present at your rotated schedule for this week. We will need Grade 
Verifications back with your signature for PEIMS compliance. PEIMS will run the report cards on either Wednesday latter afternoon or 
Thursday morning. All report cards will be mailed home on Friday. If you have “failures,” please reach out to the parent or guardian and offer 
assistance as best you can via Distance Learning Model and keep documentation on your Daily Log in Notes section. 

4. Ethics w/Social Media and Use of Online Instruction- A reminder about staying positive on Social Media as we are all trying to do our 
best in our Distance Learning Model, especially next week with adding online learning. Remember to use professionalism at all times and to 
adhere to our District Handbook regarding the use of technology. 

Figure 1. (continued)

https://www.commerceisd.org/
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5. Instruction by all Teachers- If you are teaching a class, your expectation is to provide instruction; hence the daily log, documenting we 
are providing instruction to our Tigers. This will begin on Monday, March 30 if not already at some campuses. This includes art, music, elec-
tives, etc.. . I have already heard from Band and Art ideas at CHS--so proud of the work around our District. My best advice is to be creative 
and show flexibility in a home learning environment. Not all students have materials at home, so be creative and realistic in expectations 
while having a student earn a grade. Talk with your Principal(s) for guidance if you have questions. 

6. Safety and Health- Please keep up with communication from Nurse Myers and follow her suggestions. She is guiding our District in keep-
ing us all healthy and safe during this COVID-19 pandemic. Also, please keep up with communication from Chief Venable; he too will relay 
communication, as well. 

7. Chromebook Distribution- Mr. Shipp and his team will be giving out information later this week about Chromebook Distribution. We, 
iCAT, have been working together for a smooth deployment of Chromebooks. Stay tuned. 

8. Questions- Start with your Principals. They will relay any questions to me, as necessary. Principals are making decisions around the clock 
to best serve you and our Tigers. We are so fortunate to have their leadership. 

I so miss you and our Tigers terribly. On a personal note, I live in Dallas with my family, and we are Shelter in Place; however, I am teleworking 
and commuting to Commerce ISD to best serve all of us. My new motto is Grace over Grace. 

And last, an extra Shout Out to our Food and Nutrition Department, Anika Whetstone, coupled with help from our paraprofessionals, Alison Walker 
and Nurse Kathy Myers. They are serving our students in our community daily. 

Please keep healthy and I am thinking of you all. 

Sincerely, 
Dr. Tremmel 
Assistant Supt. 
Commerce ISD

Figure 1. Sample memo.

to schools for grading and feedback became problematic. 
According to state guidelines, the packets had to remain 
untouched for 48 hr. In addition, there were logistical issues, 
such as packet drop-off locations and district representa-
tives to collect the packets, that needed to be addressed. 
Waiting over 2 days for feedback can be difficult for stu-
dents with learning, emotional, and behavioral disabilities 
who benefit from evidence-based practices, including 
explicit instruction, frequent feedback, and behavior-spe-
cific praise. CISD worked through these issues by deploy-
ing a system of frequent communication. Special education 
teachers began to contact the families of each of the stu-
dents they served districtwide. These initial contacts were 
to assess the needs of families as the COVID-19 closures 
began and were completed by phone, conferencing soft-
ware, and email.

To further facilitate communication, CISD implemented 
the use of ClassDojo, a free communication platform, to get 
in touch with families. ClassDojo facilitates easy communi-
cation with parents by allowing teachers to replace length-
ier correspondence (e.g., email and newsletters) with 
succinct updates and reminders, including the use of pic-
tures in Class Story, to keep families updated with impor-
tant information. While mass communication platforms 
may not reach every family due to access issues and internet 
availability, ClassDojo, available on laptop and mobile 

devices, allowed everyone—caregivers, students, and 
teachers—to be informed simultaneously. Communication 
with caregivers and students was thoughtful and forward 
looking. CISD created logs to document teacher contacts 
with caregivers as well as for related service providers, 
especially speech pathologists who focused on caregiver 
training and support to assist students with maintaining 
skills and to document contacts with caregivers during the 
COVID-19 closures. These logs created records of commu-
nication frequency and method to ensure information to 
families was timely and purposeful. Understanding that 
caregivers may be overwhelmed with sudden changes to 
daily routines, teachers initially contacted caregivers to 
gauge caregiver need and address initial concerns and ques-
tions. See Figure 2 for an exemplar.

In the following weeks, regular communication, adjusted 
for individual caregiver preference, was in place to give 
updates, provide resources, and answer questions. In some 
cases, students were provided with individualized materials 
such as visual schedules, based on student daily schedules 
at school, to help maintain the skill of time management and 
support home routines.

Beginning the second week of COVID-19 closures, 
CISD switched from learning packets provided by TEA to 
an online instruction format. Although these learning pack-
ets were based on state academic standards, they were not 
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individualized for student need. With the start of online 
instruction, individualization of content, tied to individual 
education program (IEP) goals, became possible. Because 

CISD opted for letter grading (A, B, C, etc.) rather than a 
grade of pass or fail, teachers created assignments for a dis-
tance learning model while meeting as many state academic 

Date Work Activity Time Spent Notes

3/23/2020 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour Created a SEL packet for students during Distance Learning

3/27/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

3/30/2020 Social Emotional Learning 4 hours Posted 4 SEL mini lessons to school FB page and to ClassDojo

4/1/2020 Social Emotional Learning 30 minutes Posted video on school’s FB page and to ClassDojo

4/2/2020 Individual Counseling 30 minutes Individual counseling session with student via Zoom

4/3/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

4/6/2020 Social Emotional Learning 30 minutes Posted on school’s FB page and ClassDojo-Parent Guide Growth Mindset

4/8/2020 Training 1 hour SEL During Crisis Training

4/10/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

4/12/2020 Social Emotional Learning 30 minutes SEL post to FB and ClassDojo on signs of anxiety in children

4/14/2020 Individual Counseling 30 minutes Individual counseling session with student via Zoom

4/17/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

4/19/2020 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour SEL post on FB and ClassDojo on Self Care

4/23/2020 Individual Counseling 30 minutes Individual counseling session with student via Zoom

4/24/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

4/26/2020 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour SEL post to FB and ClassDojo on how to maintain good mental wellbeing during 
isolation

4/29/2020 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour SEL post to FB and ClassDojo on why one should continue to complete schoolwork

5/1/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

5/4/2020 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour SEL post on FB and ClassDojo on challenging negative thoughts

5/4/2020 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour SEL post on FB and ClassDojo – Mental Health Awareness week challenge

5/6/2020 Individual Counseling 30 minutes Individual counseling session with student via Zoom

5/8/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

5/8/2020 Student Services 1 hour Student registration and course selection for outgoing 5th graders

5/11/20 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour Post on FB and ClassDojo on how to make any moment mindful

5/12/2020 Individual Counseling 30 minutes Individual counseling session with student via Zoom

5/12/2020 Training 1 hour ASCA Crisis Training

5/14/2020 Social Emotional Learning 1 hour SEL post on FB and ClassDojo on grounding with your 5 senses

5/15/2020 Parent Communication 2 hours Parent communication for students receiving counseling through IEP

5/15/2020 Student Services 1 hour Post to FB and ClassDojo an EOY letter to students

5/15/2020 Student Services 1 hour Reminder to families about student registration and course selection for outgoing  
5th graders

Totals: Social Emotional Learning 38.70%

Parent Communication 25.80%

Individual Counseling 16.10%

Student Services 12.90%

Training 6.50%

Figure 2. Sample counselor contact log.
Note. SEL = social emotional learning; IEP = individual education program; FB = Facebook; ASCA = American School Counselor Association; EOY = 
end of year.
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standards as possible. Letter grading provided a more thor-
ough evaluation of student progress than a pass/fail option. 
For example, students enrolled in welding classes could not 
engage in welding at home, due to safety and lack of weld-
ing equipment. However, other academic standards could 
still be incorporated into online learning such as measure-
ment, safety procedures, and practicing for state exams. 
Special education teachers met with students’ general educa-
tion teachers, related service providers, and counselors to 
ensure assignments aligned with student IEP goals and that 
accommodations and modifications were in place. As stu-
dents were at home with caregivers, teachers led IEP meet-
ings to ensure that students could continue to make progress 
to the fullest extent possible and to review accommodations 
and modifications. Speech pathologists and counselors were 
available for telesessions if caregivers were interested. 
Special education teachers continued to address IEP goals in 
an online format by holding one-on-one and small group 
sessions using Zoom (https://zoom.us/) or Flipgrid (https://
info.flipgrid.com). The technology coordinator shared 
resources and ongoing trainings through Google Drive 
(https://google.com/drive) so that teachers could support 
students using Zoom and Flipgrid platforms that were user 
friendly and available on mobile devices. Even if students 
did not have personal cell phones, they could use a caregiv-
er’s phone, if necessary, to watch the instructional videos. 
CISD also provided laptops and hotspots so that students 
could access instruction and to assist with communication.

Educational needs were not the only student needs 
addressed. Counselors were available via teletherapy for 
behavioral counseling and to promote mental health. This 
was especially important for students with behavior inter-
vention plans (BIPs) who may need additional support 
while at home as well as for students feeling overwhelmed 
with COVID-19 closures who needed extra support and 
strategies while adjusting to instruction in a new environ-
ment. As further assistance, district counselors uploaded 
links to resources for social and emotional learning on 
school websites. To reach as many families as possible, 
information to access food distribution services and com-
munity resources was posted on social media.

Community Partnerships

As a rural school district, CISD formed numerous partner-
ships with community members and community organiza-
tions. These collaborative efforts ensured public safety by 
adhering to state safety guidelines and provided essentials, 
including food and connections to mental health services to 
the community. The district’s health services collaborated 
with district food service to facilitate food distribution to 
students. School employees, including paraprofessionals, 
and school community members, including school board 
members, volunteered to help distribute food. Social media 

posts on Facebook and online garage sale websites facili-
tated news and information, greatly increasing food distri-
bution efforts while creating the ability to reach more 
students and families.

Community organizations, such as Boys and Girls Club 
and ACE afterschool program staff, created weekly videos 
that were posted on social media to inform families about 
local resources and to facilitate homework assistance for 
students. For example, CISD ACE program staff read books 
aloud daily that were assigned by teachers so that more stu-
dents had access. Other community leadership organiza-
tions, including funeral home directors, the Chamber of 
Commerce, Rotary Club, and Kiwanis Club, worked with 
community churches and their congregations in the effort to 
distribute food. These partnerships supported caregivers 
and students, and food distribution was a successful effort. 
Caregivers shared during food pickups, emails, and phone 
calls that they appreciated the collaboration of the school 
and the community and benefited from the district’s efforts 
to provide food. Important to note is that the school and 
food distribution became a touchstone for the community. 
Food distribution facilitated partnerships with outside agen-
cies in the community and allowed the schools to collabo-
rate and build a working knowledge of community 
resources. As another point of outreach to the community, 
schools in CISD were able to connect families with other 
resources, besides those the schools could provide, to assist 
families in the community fill outstanding additional needs. 
CISD was able to successfully contact every student and 
their family within the first 2 weeks of the transition from 
brick-and-mortar instruction to remote learning.

Resources and Professional Development

Resources. CISD’s creative and judicious management of 
resources allowed them to support students—including 
those who receive special education—school families, and 
teachers during the COVID-19 closures. Students contin-
ued to receive special education services through online 
instruction, learning packets, virtual meetings, teleservices, 
and counseling. In addition, CISD made sure that each stu-
dent had the necessary equipment, materials, and resources 
to continue to make progress on IEP goals and objectives 
and made a concerted effort to support students receiving 
special education services who had BIPs to address behav-
iors and concerns while students were not in school. School 
administrators, in collaboration with district special ser-
vices, created contact logs to record document concerns and 
connections to school and community resources to promptly 
address concerns. Counselors provided support to caregiv-
ers and students who were unsure about new COVID-19 
changes and the new reality presented by the pandemic.

While TEA provided learning packets directly to stu-
dents during the first week of COVID-19 closure, CISD 

https://zoom.us/
https://info.flipgrid.com
https://info.flipgrid.com
https://google.com/drive
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was committed to starting a distance learning model at the 
beginning of the second week of closure to provide the best 
learning model available on short notice. However, some 
students had limited or no access to the internet or technol-
ogy at home. To combat this digital divide, CISD ordered 
mobile hotspots for student use at home. These hotspots 
were distributed to families who did not have internet at 
home. Because instruction was online instead of being in a 
traditional face-to-face format, it was necessary for students 
to have reliable internet connectivity for instruction. 
Flexibility was key because first responders received 
hotspot priority. CISD continued with paper learning pack-
ets while hotspots were becoming available. In addition to 
hotspots, CISD distributed Chromebooks to students at a 
ratio of one Chromebook per family of two students. 
Families with one or two school-aged children received one 
Chromebook and families with three or more children 
received two Chromebooks for their family to share. 
Recognizing families may still have needs beyond internet 
service and Chromebooks, CISD continued to reach out to 
families, facilitated by the district family services coordina-
tor, in case families had additional needs that the district 
could help meet.

In a continuing effort to meet the needs of students and 
families, CISD was able to offer additional learning options 
in June 2020, including a jumpstart program, in face-to-
face format. The jumpstart program provided the opportu-
nity to reacclimate students and families to school 2 weeks 
before the beginning of the academic year. However, due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, high school students are cur-
rently receiving remote instruction. Elementary and middle 
school students have options to attend school in a hybrid 
format.

Professional development. With students and families sup-
ported, CISD began to focus on supporting teachers. As the 
likelihood of extended COVID-19 closures progressed 
beyond a few weeks, CISD provided all teachers with a 
2-day virtual professional development training focused on 
remote instruction. CISD realized the varied range of expo-
sure and knowledge gap in technology of educators within 
the district. Given these disparities, every teacher received 
training to become comfortable with an online learning for-
mat, including learning how to navigate Google Classroom. 
Furthermore, Tri County SSA offered trainings and a 
Google Drive folder with a plethora of training opportuni-
ties and resources to support teachers.

In preparation for the upcoming school year, CISD is 
aware that some students have existing trauma not related to 
COVID-19 closures and other students also may have 
trauma from the closure itself. Teachers will receive profes-
sional development that addresses trauma and the chal-
lenges for students returning to the structured school 
environment and how best to support these students as they 

transition back to the school and begin to reengage with 
peers in a structured environment.

Services and Compliance

Providing quality special education services and remaining 
compliant with numerous special education timelines can 
be daunting in the best of times. As COVID-19 closures 
suddenly and abruptly changed service delivery for districts 
across the nation, it is important to note that CISD met 
annual admission, review, and dismissal (ARD) meeting 
timelines. While no evaluations were held in a traditional 
face-to-face format, meetings were held virtually when pos-
sible. A few of the initial evaluations were unable to be 
completed because data were insufficient to make an eligi-
bility decision. In these cases, CISD worked with families 
and provided written notice to caregivers of intent to com-
plete the evaluation process when school resumed. Partial 
completion of initial evaluations was necessary as some of 
the required information for initial placement in special 
education services requires collaboration between multiple 
parties and must be completed when face-to-face meetings 
are possible. If sufficient information was available to make 
eligibility decisions, CISD continued to complete those 
timelines and began serving students. Amendments to IEPs 
occurred through virtual meetings as needed. In addition, 
progress monitoring of students continued throughout the 
COVID-19 closures.

Information collected during the transition from brick-
and-mortar school to remote learning will be compared 
with academic standing at the beginning of the 2020–2021 
school year. At that point, ways to mitigate any deficiencies 
caused by COVID-19 closure (e.g., extended school year) 
will be addressed by the IEP team. Student IEP goals have 
been addressed (i.e., reinforced and updated as necessary) 
through goal-specific packets and phone or video confer-
ences with caregivers and other IEP team members. In addi-
tion, CISD made sure assignments provided to students 
during the distance learning model were modified in accor-
dance with student IEPs. Caregiver information about skills 
students were learning and mastering while at home was 
collected and used to help update IEP goals as needed. 
CISD also monitored students with BIPs and is cognizant of 
potential challenges in returning to school at the start of the 
next academic year.

Dissemination and Translation of Guidance 
Documents

TEA and the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) 
provided information to caregivers and schools regarding 
addressing COVID-19 closures as related to special educa-
tion. TEA’s Instructional Continuity Plan, in four phases, 
included guidance for at-home learning and providing 
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monitoring and support for students during the school. 
At-Home Learning Phase 2 discussed resources for at-
home learning during the summer months (https://tea.
texas.gov/texas-schools/health-safety-discipline/covid/
covid-19-support-instructional-continuity-framework). 
Numerous resources, including Public Broadcast Service 
information, are included in this guidance. CISD moni-
tored these guidance documents and adjusted educational 
plans accordingly with the goal of providing the best edu-
cation for students, especially students with disabilities, 
during the unprecedented times.

Lessons Learned

Many lessons can be learned from CISD’s example. First and 
foremost, CISD leveraged the strengths of rural special edu-
cation. A few of these strengths included (a) a long-standing 
history of strong relationships with students and families 
(Conroy, 2017, Nelson & Rogers, 1987; Thurston & 
Navarrete, 2017), (b) effective community partnerships 
(Curtin et al., 2016; Maheady et al., 2017), (c) family partner-
ships (Suppo & Floyd, 2017), (d) quality professional devel-
opment (Erickson et al., 2012), (e) strong communication 

Figure 3. CISD COVID-19 education themes.
Note. CISD = Commerce Independent School District; COVID = coronavirus disease; IEP = individualized education program.

https://tea.texas.gov/texas-schools/health-safety-discipline/covid/covid-19-support-instructional-continuity-framework
https://tea.texas.gov/texas-schools/health-safety-discipline/covid/covid-19-support-instructional-continuity-framework
https://tea.texas.gov/texas-schools/health-safety-discipline/covid/covid-19-support-instructional-continuity-framework
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(Gosselin & Sundeen, 2019), (f) resource allocation and 
training (Berry et al., 2011), (g) effective dissemination prac-
tices (Cook et al., 2013), and (h) a commitment to procedural 
and substantive compliance (Hott et al., 2019).

Throughout the entire COVID-19 closure, CISD collab-
orated with all stakeholders, internal and external, to meet 
the needs of the community. The COVID-19 pandemic pre-
sented numerous problems for school districts across the 
country. This is understandable; a global pandemic, such as 
COVID-19, has not occurred in over a century. Through 
CISD’s efforts, community partners and school employees 
became part of the solution. Caregivers were enthusiastic 
and engaged partners with the district during this time of 
uncertainty and seemingly ever-changing public health and 
safety guidelines. The district’s creative ways of communi-
cation, including using Facebook and online garage sale 
sites, to inform the community were not characteristic of 
school districts nationwide. Efforts to support students with 
disabilities were documented and student IEP progress con-
tinued to be monitored. Teachers were supported through 
numerous forms of communication and professional devel-
opment about technology, providing the tools necessary for 
teachers to educate students during a public health crisis. 
See Figure 3.

Although many rural localities face barriers, including 
poverty, geographic isolation, lack of access to specialists, 
and broadband connectivity challenges, they also have 
many unique strengths (see Rude & Miller, 2017). The 
entire CISD and Commerce community rallied to meet stu-
dent needs during unprecedented times. CISD’s flexibility, 
including several plans to address student needs such as 
continuing remote instruction, closing due to COVID-19 
exposure for an isolation period, and plans for reopening for 
the 2020–2021 school year were essential components that 
allowed Commerce and CISD to meet the various needs of 
their stakeholders. The effects of the leadership team, 
including teacher leaders, cannot be understated. Remote 
instruction has not replaced brick-and-mortar education and 
further inquiry is needed to determine the impact of online 
instruction when implemented during a crisis such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic. However, strategies such as those 
implemented by CISD have the potential to ameliorate dis-
parities between rural students with disabilities and students 
without disabilities. CISD continues to work diligently to 
provide quality special education services as COVID-19 
continues to impact the community. The latest updates are 
available on the CISD website (see www. https://www.
commerceisd.org/).
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