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BRIDGING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE 

An Analysis of Federal, State, and Local 
Policies in U.S. Schools 

Thomas Chandler and Joshua L. DeVincenzo 

Guiding Questions: 

• In what ways have U.S. federal, state, and local eforts to address the 
digital divide during the H1N1 and COVID-19 pandemics been success-
ful? In what ways have they failed? 

• How can continuity-of-operations planning beneft K-12 distance learn-
ing eforts? 

• What can the U.S. Department of Education do to be more proactive in 
guiding pandemic responses? 

Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about a number of extreme challenges 
for U.S. K-12 public schools. Starting on March 15, 2020, a U.S. Presidential 
Disaster Declaration was issued for all 50 states, bringing about unprecedented 
school closings and an immediate expectation to pivot to distance learning. More 
than 76 million students were suddenly required to learn from home, with many 
of the nation’s most vulnerable schools provided with little to no guidance on 
how to adequately proceed beyond the confnes of the physical classroom and 
with only existing resources and ingenuity to depend on (Psacharopoulos et al., 
2020). Likewise, thousands of schools, in both urban and rural regions, began this 
transition without adequate internet bandwidth or laptops and portable devices 
that could be distributed to students. Further, many school faculty did not have 
basic competency in using new videoconferencing technologies to adequately 

DOI:10.4324/9781003274537-6 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003274537-6


44 Thomas Chandler and Joshua L. DeVincenzo  

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

teach various types of subject matter. Even worse, some schools lacked the net-
work infrastructure, software licenses, or plans to continue operations of crucial 
technologies needed for online learning, such as secure servers, learning manage-
ment systems, and associated staf training. Given these realities, the COVID-19 
pandemic clearly exacerbated an existing digital divide, with the most extreme 
declines in learning occurring in low-income, minority communities that have 
faced economic, social, and political oppression throughout U.S. history (Lee, 
2020). 

This chapter provides an analysis of the highly fragmented disaster response 
that took place in U.S. schools from March through December 2020 as eforts 
were made to continue instruction for the nation’s students remotely. Various 
initiatives conducted at the federal, state, and local level are evaluated, with a 
particular emphasis on the U.S. Department of Education’s failure to adhere to 
its own previous objectives for pandemic planning and distance learning. Also 
addressed are the ramifcations of this ongoing digital divide on learning out-
comes, as well as potential mitigation measures that educational organizations can 
adopt by fostering continuity-of-operations planning. 

Historical Background 

As noted by former U.S. Secretaries of Education Rod Paige, Margaret Spell-
ings, and Arne Duncan, it wasn’t supposed to be this way. During the presiden-
tial administrations of both George W. Bush and Barack Obama, federally led 
continuity-of-operations plans were developed to prepare for a major pandemic 
and culminating K-12 school closures (Treene, 2020). Specifcally, the U.S. 
Department of Education noted in 2004 that schools should be prepared to sup-
port home learning activities, such as web-based lessons and instructional phone 
calls, as well as the distribution of textbooks, workbooks, and homework packets 
to be available at students’ residences. Further, the 2006 National Strategy for 
Pandemic Infuenza noted that “sustaining the operations of critical infrastruc-
ture under conditions of pandemic infuenza would depend largely on (1) each 
individual organization’s development and implementation of plans for business 
continuity under conditions of stafng shortages and (2) to protect the health of 
their workforces” (U.S. Homeland Security Council, 2006, p. 169). However, 
planning did not end there. The U.S. Department of Education was responsible 
for verifying and ensuring that every public K-12 school had an emergency 
response plan on fle, including elements of distance learning or traditional cor-
respondence courses. Many schools that did not meet required benchmarks were 
not eligible to apply for or receive federal funding (U.S. Government Account-
ability Ofce, 2007). 

During the H1N1 pandemic in 2009 and the school closures that occurred 
in response to it, the U.S. Department of Education recommended that school 
districts use websites to share information with staf, students, and families in the 
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event schools had to close. The department also said schools should incorpo-
rate radio, public-broadcast television stations, telephone conference calls, phone 
tutoring, and educational packets to support students (Keierleber, 2020). Again, 
more pandemic planning guidance documents were developed, and more large-
scale funding eforts were implemented to ensure that school operations could 
continue remotely. 

Unfortunately, many of the aforementioned plans were largely aspirational. 
Although specifc needs for digital technologies were identifed and included 
in plans after the H1N1 pandemic, little was done to rectify decades of dis-
criminatory policies and procedures that were holding thousands of schools back 
in terms of both technology infrastructure and training. As with most disasters, 
unfavorable predisaster conditions would determine not only the impacts but also 
the response and recovery. Wealthy public and private schools throughout the 
U.S. continued to implement exorbitant technology plans, while low-income 
public schools in close proximity, with little technology investment, were left to 
languish. The 2007 subprime mortgage crisis and the resulting great recession 
dramatically increased unemployment by 2009, leaving millions of families living 
paycheck to paycheck and thus becoming less able to aford internet access or 
personal computers needed for many types of remote schoolwork. 

As the H1N1 pandemic dissipated and faded from the headlines, pandemic 
preparedness and associated distance learning protocols became decreasing priori-
ties. In a 2012 survey of nearly 2,000 school nurses across 26 states, fewer than 
half said their district updated emergency plans after the 2009 H1N1 pandemic 
despite major gaps in preparation. While nearly half of respondents said their 
schools had emergency plans that addressed pandemics, just 4% said they actually 
conducted drills over a two-year period. More often than not, the frst casualty 
of these plans was a failure to include specifc and actionable distance learning 
protocols and procedures (Rebmann et al., 2012). 

The nomination of Betsy DeVos by President Donald J. Trump to be the Sec-
retary of the U.S. Department of Education in 2017 was, in many ways, a further 
departure from several decades of support for pandemic planning and technol-
ogy integration at a time when federal leadership was sorely needed. Although 
11.6 million students in more than 19,000 schools still lacked the minimum con-
nectivity necessary for digital learning, the U.S. Department of Education failed 
to incorporate digital divide inequalities into emergency planning or response or 
to review disaster planning eforts from past administrations. In many ways, there 
was little consideration for the needs of students in the most vulnerable commu-
nities in the U.S. (Treene, 2020). In large part, this was due to a belief that federal 
oversight of U.S. education policies was either unnecessary or counterproductive. 
Indeed, even as the COVID-19 pandemic began to result in mass school closures, 
Secretary DeVos stated that it was time for the U.S. Department of Education to 
be abolished. For instance, she noted, “I view this department as one that prob-
ably never should have been stood up. I think there are ample arguments for it 
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having gotten more in the way of students and their futures than actually being 
any kind of value-add” (Soave, 2020). 

Long gone was the belief that federal education policies could have a lasting 
positive impact on students’ lives, particularly in terms of distance learning and 
the leadership required during crisis situations. As more than 1.1 million high 
school students chose to stop attending school altogether during the frst year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, often to care for dying loved ones or to enter 
the workforce to help fnancially support their families, the agency neglected to 
address these indirect impacts caused by an unprecedented disaster that has taken 
more than 1,000,000 American lives at the time of this writing. Further, cascad-
ing problems, such as food insecurity and deteriorating technology infrastruc-
ture in Title I schools, were not adequately addressed. So much so, in fact, that 
the U.S. Department of Education was unable to implement or even acknowl-
edge key objectives that were once part of its core mission. Instead, regardless 
of the guidelines of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), by 
July 2020, Secretary DeVos placed an emphasis on reopening schools in the fol-
lowing fall by federal mandate, because distance learning eforts across the U.S. 
were, in her mind, colossal failures (Mansoor, 2020). 

In fairness, it should be noted that U.S. policy has always placed education 
governance at the local and state rather than the federal level and that the digital 
divide is largely an issue impacted by municipal property tax expenditures and 
voting actions in local jurisdictions. That said, the COVID-19 pandemic was 
the frst presidentially declared disaster in all 50 states to have resulted in more 
American deaths than World Wars I and II combined (U.S. White House, 2021). 
In fact, this was a disaster so large in scale that it has forever changed U.S. society 
in terms of how we prepare our school systems nationally. But at the same time, 
a pandemic of this magnitude presents opportunities to reconceive of U.S. federal 
response capabilities in the education sector, specifcally in relation to distance 
learning continuity-of-operations eforts for historically underserved populations. 

Future Mitigation Measures: 
Continuity-of-Operations Planning 

Establishing and implementing a continuity-of-operations plan (COOP) is of 
crucial importance for large organizations, such as U.S. K-12 schools, so that 
they can mitigate, protect, respond to, and recover from various types of disas-
ters, according to predefned essential functions. For K-12 schools, such eforts 
involve communication with students, staf, and associated communities, student 
transportation, prearrangement of food programs and medical services, and busi-
ness functions, as well as emotional and psychological recovery. If a large-scale 
disaster occurs, schools should have processes and systems in place to ensure con-
tinuity of teaching and learning and supporting activities, even if this means that 
essential functions need to occur in other buildings or with diferent staf support 
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mechanisms. To carry on educational activities following a major disaster, schools 
need to consider specifc tasks or even programs that are essential while at the same 
time discontinuing those that do not add immediate value (U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security [DHS, 2015]). As an example, as thousands of Title I schools 
throughout the U.S. were required to close their doors during the COVID-19 
pandemic, they were also being mandated to provide food to students in need. 
Addressing both conficting demands simultaneously can be a formidable task, 
often requiring staf to go above and beyond their prescribed functional roles and 
to serve as emergent community organizers (Schlegelmilch et al., 2020). 

Such a planning framework was expanded further as the COVID-19 pan-
demic disrupted school operations, to further include the capabilities of distance 
learning via new video-based telecommunication technologies such as Zoom. In 
turn, teachers and administrators began thinking more specifcally about damage 
assessments needed to understand the magnitude of school absenteeism, digital 
divides, and the historical inequities in predisaster U.S. schooling (DeVincenzo, 
2020). Few predicted that school responses would be required for years, not 
weeks or months. In terms of the damage assessments proposed in April of 2020, 
the extent of direct and indirect damages far exceeded anything imaginable at 
the time. UNESCO’s Global Monitoring (UNESCO, 2022) of school closures 
estimates that schoolchildren around the globe have missed more than 2 trillion 
hours in the classroom (in-person learning). Additional impacts span interrupted 
learning, poor nutrition, a confused and stressed labor force, parents unprepared 
for homeschooling, challenges in creating and sustaining distance learning, gaps 
in childcare, economic costs, the unintended strain on health care systems and 
their loved ones, pressures on schools to remain open, increased dropout rates, 
increased exposure to violence and exploitation in and outside of the home, social 
isolation, and the challenges in learning measurement and validation (UNESCO, 
2020). 

At the district level in the U.S., the impacts are parallel to those highlighted in 
the global reports. That is, school districts are confronting issues including attend-
ance problems, increased rates of childhood depression and anxiety, and the long-
term socioemotional outcomes of students, especially those in low-performing 
and low-income schools (Gottfried et al., 2022). Districts are now investigating 
improvements in support for nonnative English-speaking students and families, 
transportation services, student health services, and virtual learning environments 
(Gottfried et al., 2022). Gottfried et al. (2022) also caution about the potential 
pitfalls that might arise from aiming for perfect attendance in planning as well as 
adopting strategies that rely too heavily on external organizations for support in 
addressing the identifed challenges. 

Much of the focus of education recovery eforts has been on performance-
based/standardized measures of learning gaps as a result of students not being in 
the classroom; however, it might be benefcial for educators and administrators to 
also include attention to what is learned and how it is learned within this recovery 
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period in contrast to ambiguous parameters of the amount of knowledge that is 
prescribed to students in a specifc amount of time (Arnove, 2020). As a result of 
multifaceted priorities, new frameworks for long-term recovery have surfaced. 

Suggested Frameworks for Long-Term Recovery 

Table 4.1 lists essential pandemic planning tools needed by large organizations 
such as schools. As noted in this chapter, distance learning protocols should be 
included, particularly for disadvantaged student populations. 

Although the indirect impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic have contin-
ued to cascade during the past two years,  initial recovery reports published by 
leading organizations are beginning to defne guiding principles for long-term 
recovery objectives. UNESCO/UNICEF/The World Bank (2022) advise that 
learning recovery programs should focus on actions that bring students back to 
school utilizing the RAPID Learning Recovery Framework. The RAPID Learn-
ing Recovery Framework shown in Figure 4.1 aims to support students’ needs 
to stay in school (R, Reach and Retain), measure learning levels (A, Assess), 
prioritize fundamentals and content missed during school closures or remote 
learning (Prioritize), provide supplemental measures for increased learning ef-
ciency (I, Increase), and important, ofer psychosocial and well-being protection 
(P, Protection). 

TABLE 4.1 Key Terms and Defnitions 

Key Term Defnition 

Direct and indirect impacts Direct impact refers to immediate changes as a 
result of the hazard, such as destruction of a 
building as a result of the force of high winds 
or fooding (FEMA). 

Indirect impact refers to subsequent changes 
given the direct impact, such as loss of 
housing if the building was inhabitable 
(FEMA). 

Continuity-of-operations planning COOP aims to ensure critical school services, 
(COOP) organizational functions, and programs continue 

to be operational or restored as quickly as 
possible following a disaster event lasting more 
than two years (National Center for Disaster 
Preparedness & Save the Children, 2020). 

Emergency operations plan (EOP) EOPs describe the plans a school or district has in 
place to provide for the continuation of essential 
services during prolonged impacts caused by 
emergencies (The Readiness and Emergency 
Management for Schools [REMS], 2020). 
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R A P I DREACH 
every child
and keep

them in school. 

ASSESS PRIORITIZE 
INCREASE DEVELOP 

learning
levels 

regularly. 
teaching the
fundamentals.

 the efficiency
of instruction, 

including through
catch-up learning.

 psychosocial
health and 
well-being. 

Reopen schools safely 
and keep them open. 

Promote returning to 
the classroom through 
back-to-school 
campaigns. 

Provide cash transfers 
to poor families. 

Use early warning 
systems to identify 
at-risk students. 

Assess learning 
losses at national/ 
subnational level. 

Provide teachers with 
tools for classroom 
level measurement. 

Adjust curriculum across 
and within subjects. 

Prioritize numeracy, 
literacy, socioemotional 
skills. 

Focus instruction on 
closing the gaps between 
desired and actual 
student learning in 
specific subjects. 

Use approaches that 
align instruction with 
learning needs: targeted 
instruction, structured 
pedagogy, tutoring, 
self-guided learning. 

Support teachers 
continuously: build 
practical pedagogical 
and digital skills. 

Expand instructional time. 

Enhance learning with 
technology. 

Build teachers' capacity 
to support their students' 
well-being and identify 
students in need of 
specialized services. 

Support teacher 
well-being and resilience. 

Invest in students' 
safety, nutrition, 
and access to water, 
sanitation, and hygiene 
facilities. 

FIGURE 4.1 RAPID Learning Recovery Framework 

Source: World Bank, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, FCDO, UNESCO, UNICEF, and USAID. 
(2022). Guide for learning recovery and acceleration: Using the RAPID framework to address 
COVID-19 learning losses and build forward better. World Bank. www.worldbank.org/en/topic/ 
education/publication/the-rapid-framework-and-a-guide-for-learning-recovery-and-acceleration 

Another key tenet carried over from studies on long-term disaster recovery 
involves beginning with a coherent planning framework (Abramson et al., 2010). 
To understand the magnitude of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
U.S. schools, more attention is necessary at the federal, state, and local levels 
to the tried-and-true practice of continuity-of-operations planning (COOP) as 
a future mitigation strategy (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, FEMA, 
n.d.). COOP aims to ensure that critical services, organizational functions, and 
programs continue to be operational or are restored as quickly as possible fol-
lowing a disaster event lasting more than two years (National Center for Disaster 
Preparedness & Save the Children, 2020). At the school district level, the COOP 
plan is typically located in the “annex” within a school emergency operations 
plan (EOP), which describes the resources and capabilities a school or district 
has to provide for the continuation of essential services during prolonged impacts 
caused by emergencies (The Readiness and Emergency Management for Schools 
[REMS], 2020). According to the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA), continuity planning is an important practice that is a fundamental 
responsibility of public and private entities engaging with community stakehold-
ers. The agency expands the working defnition of COOP in the context of 
pandemics to include considerations of the widely dispersed geographical foot-
print in a pandemic spread and the potential waves of pandemic surges that might 
last several years at a time. FEMA encourages organizations to develop and/ 
or update the annex in existing or new continuity plans to include pandemic-
related factors such as increased absenteeism, social distancing protocols, and the 

https://www.worldbank.org
https://www.worldbank.org
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identifcation of interdependencies of an organization for their continuity of 
operations for several years rather than weeks or months. 

Federal guidance for school emergency plans in the U.S. are often interagency 
byproducts between the Department of Education, U.S. Departments of Justice, 
DHS, and Health and Human Services (REMS, 2020). Interagency collaboration 
will also be necessary to ensure adequate updates are made to school district poli-
cies and plans for continuity of operations and pandemic planning. Many plans 
are no longer annexed but rather stand-alone documents in each district. 

The National Center for Disaster Preparedness of the Columbia Climate School, 
Columbia University, in partnership with Save the Children, ofers a free COOP 
tool kit designed specifcally for child-serving organizations through their Resil-
ient Children, Resilient Community (RCRC) initiative (https://rcrctoolbox.org/ 
toolbox/coop-planning-tools/). The tool kit provides educators and administrators 
with template plans that can be customized to a school-specifc COOP, including a 
presentation template for sharing long-term planning documents for school stake-
holders, a facilitator’s guide to provide pointers on leading COOP planning discus-
sions, a how-to guide to assist in the formation of a steering committee, an essential 
functions worksheet to identify essential functions within the school ecosystem, 
and, fnally, an essential functions table in the form of a spreadsheet to organize 
planning eforts (RCRC Initiative, 2020). 

The Readiness and Emergency Management for School (REMS) Technical 
Assistance (TA) Center through the U.S. Department of Education also ofers sev-
eral resources for school preparedness across all hazards. Specifc to pandemics, the 
technical assistance center provides a guidance report entitled Continuity of Opera-
tions (COOP) Planning for Education Agencies: Ensuring Continuity of Feeding and Food 
Distribution During Prolonged Absences, Dismissals, and Closures, dedicated to continuity 
of operations in the context of COVID-19 and the continuity of feeding and food 
distribution. In this example, REMS leverages a planning process that incorporates 
community partners as well as the various state models that involve traditional plan-
ning and the integration of private community partners, state education agencies, 
and local education agencies. This resource serves as a COVID-19-relevant example 
of the design and implementation of COOP for essential school and community 
function and a potential roadmap for future federal planning eforts. 

Conclusion 

The initial response to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 by the U.S. Department 
of Education was sometimes inadequate. Previous large-scale eforts from the Bush 
and Obama administrations in relation to pandemic planning were often ignored 
or disregarded, and schools and families were left to deal with a hodgepodge of 
educational eforts that often ignored the needs of society’s most vulnerable. The 
conceptualization of the digital divide, or what some scholars (Jung et al., 2001) 
have referred to as digital divides (plural), originated multiple decades prior to the 

https://rcrctoolbox.org
https://rcrctoolbox.org
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focal themes of this chapter as well as the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
There are many ways to identify and describe existing and long-standing inequities 
that were spotlighted throughout the pandemic; the digital divide is no exception. 

As a consequence of COVID-19, novel ideas to improve and support the 
U.S. education system continue to emerge, including text-based notifcations to 
parents on student attendance, data systems that can identify students in need of 
increased support, home visits by nurses or teachers to build stronger relationships 
between schools and families, and mass tutoring campaigns supported by the 
federal government to assist students with coping and loss of learning (Gottfried 
et al., 2022; Iyengar, 2020). Amid both social and technological innovations, it is 
important to also focus on continuity-of-operations planning that encompasses 
pandemic considerations. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has set a new 
precedent for education preparedness, response, and recovery in the U.S. The 
U.S. Department of Education would beneft from more research initiatives that 
integrate emerging technologies as well as new types of pandemic risks, including 
another variant of COVID-19, avian infuenza, along with other emerging infec-
tious diseases, into consideration for planning eforts. At the current juncture, the 
opportunity to ensure better outcomes begins with all involved focusing on how 
we prepare and how we confront the responsibility for addressing the inequities in 
the U.S. education system during major disruptions in in-person learning. 

Recommended Resources 

• National Center for Disaster Preparedness, Columbia University: Continuity 
of operations plan (COOP) training presentation, guide, & plan templates. https:// 
rcrctoolbox.org/toolbox/coop-planning-tools 

• UNESCO: Adverse consequences of school closures. https://en.unesco.org/ 
covid19/educationresponse/consequences 

• U.S. Department of Education: The readiness and emergency management 
for schools (REMS) technical assistance center: Multiple resources. https://rems. 
ed.gov/REMSPublications.aspx 

• U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA): What is continuity of 
operations planning? www.fema.gov/pdf/about/org/ncp/coop_brochure.pdf 

• U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA): Continuity of opera-
tions considerations for pandemic infuenza. www.fema.gov/pdf/about/org/ncp/ 
pan_brochure.pdf 
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