
ABOVE:  For a time lapse view of school closures and reopenings world-
wide, see the UNESCO website at:   
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
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Research Brief

AN INITIAL REVIEW OF 

School Management Strategies and Controlling 
the Spread of Disease in Schools

Educational organizations are now weighing options as to 
how to physically reopen schools while maintaining the 
safety of students and staff and further discourage the 
spread of the disease.  Research articles, policy papers, 
and practitioner guidelines begin to outline a continuum 
of strategies for reopening schools that represent minimal, 
moderate, to substantial changes in structures and behaviors for 
educational stakeholders.

For this brief, three research articles were reviewed on school 
management and controlling the spread of disease in schools234 
as well as a policy paper outlining containment and mitigation 
measures for COVID-19.5 In addition, three practitioner 
guidelines—two at a country level and one at a county level—
were included in the review:  1) Australia Department of Health’s 
Australia Health Protection Principal Committee released 
advice on reducing the potential risk of COVID-19 transmission 
in schools;6 2) United States Department of Health and Human 
Services’ Centers for Disease Control issued an interim guidance 
document based on the level of community transmission of 

COVID-19;7 and, as a county-wide response, the San Diego 
County Office of Education released its COVID-19 planning 
assumptions for consideration.8

A brief web-based news search was also conducted to find initial 
examples of schools reopening across the world and the range of 
management strategies being put in place to reduce the risk of 
contracting COVID-19.  
Examples from Australia, China, Denmark, France, Germany, 
Netherlands, and Norway were noted.9 10 11 12 13 14 Finally, the news 
on possible timeline for schools reopening in the United States 
is presented. 

News reports indicate possible initial reopening of schools in 
seven countries as outlined in the table on the following page.

Strategies abroad for reopening schools reveal some 
commonalities.  The use of physical distancing is a hallmark 
practice.  In Denmark, students no longer enter through one 
entrance, but through several side doors depending on the 
location of their classroom and floor markings show how 
far apart students must stand.  In China, students at some 
schools use designated lanes to their classroom with separate 
entrances for different grade levels and classes are dismissed 
at different times.  Germany is also instituting strict physical 
distancing measures.

Classroom reorganization is a common strategy.  In Denmark, 
classroom desks are spaced further apart, and classes are 

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
prompted temporary school 
closures worldwide to control the 
spread of  the disease.  According 
to UNESCO, the closures have 
affected more than 90% of learners. 
Overtime, country-wide closures 
implemented in 191 countries have 
impacted over 1.5 billion students.  
Several other countries have 
used localized closures affecting 
additional millions of learners.1  

Strategies abroad for reopening 

schools reveal some commonalities.  

The use of physical distancing is a 

hallmark practice.  
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divided into two or three subgroups.  Each new grouping is given 
its own room and designated teacher.  Teachers work with only 
one small group throughout the day.  If a teacher needs a break, 
a three-person team minds the classroom.  Fewer students per 
group is also planned in Norway where pre-school students are 
supervised in groups of three.  In China, schools aim for fewer 
students per classroom.  Where 50 students in a class might have 
been the previous norm, there is movement towards classes of 30.

information, however, changes daily.  Just recently, news reports 
indicate Wyoming is reconsidering the May 1 reopening, the 
governor of California mentioned a possible phased reopening in 
July, and the mayor of the city of New York currently disagrees 
with state leaders regarding reopening schools in May.  

For more information on when U.S. schools might physically 
reopen state-by-state see: 

https://www.educationnext.org/when-will-school-reopen-the-
latest-state-by-state-info-coronavirus-covid-19/ 

While plans shift as new information comes to light regarding 
the spread of COVID-19, a consensus is emerging about the 
range of strategies available to best implement the physical 
reopening of schools.  Based on this review of selected research 
articles and guidelines, examples of strategies designed to 
mitigate the impact of COVID-19 in schools fell within twelve 
broad categories: 

1. Campus-based learning / Off-campus learning 
2. Physical distancing / Community use 
3. Classroom organization
4. Hallway / Restroom 
5. Staff interaction
6. Common areas / Libraries
7. School yard use / Outdoors
8. Lunch / Dining
9. Physical education 
10. Non-classroom activity 
11.Transportation 
12. Wellness / Environmental cleaning

The following table lists specific strategies mentioned in the 
reviewed documents from the Australia Department of Health’s 
Australia Health Protection Principal Committee  (Australia 
AHPCC), the United States Department of Health and Human 
Services’ Centers for Disease Control (United States CDC), and 
the San Diego County Office of Education (San Diego COE). 

 It should be noted, these strategies were presented as guidelines 
for consideration, rather than requirements for implementation.  
Moreover, there was an acknowledgement that the application 
of different strategies is dependent upon the local context, 
grade level, and/or the level of community transmission in the 
surrounding area.

Australia China Denmark France Germany Netherlands Norway
Reopen on a 
phased basis 
with full-time 
schooling to re-
start in July.

Reopen schools 
on a staggered 
basis across the 
country. 

Reopen elemen-
tary schools first.

Reopen with 
maximum of 
15 children per 
class in the 
primary grades 
first.

Reopen with 
older students 
first, open by 
state. 

Reopen on a 
part-time basis. 

Reopen pre-
schools first.

RESEARCH: BEHAVIORAL MEASURES

Q: What behavioral measures are you considering for the new school year?

However, the strategies and 

dates to physically reopen 

schools become something of a 

moving target, as policymakers, 

practitioners, and community 

members weigh in on the 

decision-making. 

The use of non-classroom areas is also changing to minimize 
gathering in large groups.  In Denmark, school libraries are 
closed and gatherings outside the classroom require physical 
distancing.   In the Netherlands, only students up through 
12-years-old will play sports together.  China has modified the 
use of the cafeteria through assigned tables, partitions, or eating 
in the classroom and has staggered the use of restrooms.

Health protocols are being instituted.  In Denmark, protocols are 
in place to wash hands at the beginning of the day and then at 
least once per hour; each door handle is cleaned at least twice 
during school hours.  In China, strategies include the use of body 
temperature checks, facemasks for students and teachers, and 
shelves outside each classroom provide disinfection sprayers, 
thermos bottles, cleaning clothes and other daily necessities.

However, the strategies and dates to physically reopen schools 
become something of a moving target, as policymakers, 
practitioners, and community members weigh in on the decision-
making.  For example, In the United States, 42 states and 
Washington D.C. indicated they will wait until at least August or 
September 2020 as the earliest possible return date.  Nebraska 
may reopen in June and North Dakota has an indefinite return 
date.  Six states, Wyoming, Montana, Maryland, New Jersey, 
New York and Connecticut are considering opening in May.  This 

Physical Distancing 53%
Hand Washing Routines 53%
Wearing Face Masks 46%
Restricted Cellphone Use 8%

Other 8%

Restricted Campus Access 23%
Still Considering All Options 70%
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