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Current research body: risk to consider for reopening schools 

The coronavirus pandemic has disrupted countless aspects of the lives of Colorado’s children and families, including their access to and experience 

with public education. As is the case for the rest of the nation, our school districts are now in the difficult position of determining whether and how 

students and staff will be welcomed safely into school buildings this fall; similarly, Colorado’s families face the increasingly difficult task of deciding 

whether in-person, remote or hybrid learning is the safest option for their children.   

The Children’s Campaign has compiled high quality and up-to-date data and research on the risks related to COVID-19 and the reopening of 

schools, as well as the risks of keeping schools closed, to help inform local decision-making on this issue. This research body will continue to be 

updated weekly with new findings. It is important to understand that many aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic are still unknown and the 

knowledge base is changing daily, leading to greater clarity on some topics while illuminating new areas for investigation. This means everything we 

currently understand about infection and transmission, long-term health impacts, and the effect of large-scale socioeconomic disruptions comes 

from preliminary data and research that may be disproven at any time. It is also likely that there are additional impacts related to COVID-19, 

reopened schools and closed schools with remote learning, that have not yet been discovered by the public health community.   

This research body is organized by type of risk and has several takeaways in bold. If you have any questions about materials listed here, please 

contact Erica Manoatl (erica@coloradokids.org) and Leslie Colwell (leslie@coloradokids.org). 
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A. Risks to consider for reopening 

Health 
and 

safety of 
students 
and staff 

COVID-19 
infection and 
transmission  

1. Overall, most people who have gotten COVID-19 have not gotten very sick, and a small group have experienced serious issues. 
Preliminary evidence suggest the majority of COVID-19 cases are mild. China CDC, Joost Wiersinga et al., Menachemi et al. 

2. Our understanding of how susceptible children are to COVID-19 infection, transmission and the development of severe cases is 
rapidly changing. Preliminary evidence indicate children may be less likely to develop severe cases, but there are mixed findings 
as to their likelihood of infection and transmission compared to adults. Reopening schools could therefore contribute to virus 
spread in communities.  

• Available evidence show that children can get COVID-19. So far children have made up a relatively small share of cases; when 
children have been infected they have generally not gotten as sick as adults. CDC, Johns Hopkins, Harvard, Garazzino et al., Korea 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, CDC COVID-19 Response Team, Zachariah et al., Dong et al., Lu et al., Gotzinger et al., 
Zimmerman & Curtis, Wenjun et al., Mizumoto 

• Differences in lung physiology and immune function in children could be why children are more often spared from severe illness 
associated with COVID-19 compared to adults. Science Daily, Lingappan et al. 

• Asymptomatic cases make this more complicated. “More peer-reviewed studies are confirming what CSU researchers were seeing 
in May: most infections come from people showing no symptoms (so things included in many school plans, like temperature 
checks, will miss most of potential infectors headed into closed spaces).” Moghadas et al., Colorado Sun 

• On one hand, some preliminary research find that children are not the main drivers of transmission, and this may have to do 
with lower viral load. Munro & Faust, Ludvigsson, Newland & Bryant, 

o A University of Vermont analysis looking at several studies concluded that children contract COVID-19 less frequently 
than adults and the virus is less likely to spread among children. Lee & Raszka 

o A study from China demonstrated that children were less likely than adults to become infected when an adult family 
member was ill with COVID-19. Li et al. 

o So far, there have been no reported clusters at the child care centers that stayed open all over the country this spring 
to care for the children of essential workers. In countries where schools have reopened, few outbreaks have been 
traced to elementary schools.  NPR, Wired 

o Some research looking at countries that closed and then reopened schools finds that those decisions had minimal 
effect on transmission and mortality. Yung et al., Viner et al., Munro & Faust, Lee & Raszka 

o Some experts predict that reopening schools will have a minimal impact on virus transmission between students and 
each other, and between students and staff. CHI Metro Denver Partnership for Health, CDC, Ludvigsson 

o Some emerging international evidence finds that household outbreaks do not usually begin with children. Jing et al., 
Posfay-Barbe et al., NCIRS 
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• Conversely, other research and data indicate that children appear to be as susceptible to infection and transmission as adults. 
Experts on this side predict that the closing of schools in the spring contributed significant bias to researchers’ understanding of 
infection/transmission among children. Garcia-Salido 

o Children appear to be at similar risk of infection when compared to adults and this should be taken into account for modeling. 
Bi et al. 

o Older children (10-19) appear to be transmitting COVID-19 at similar levels compared to adults. Park et al. 

o Increased testing in Australia has shown health officials that “child to child transmission is more apparent.” NPR 

o Research on Louisiana indicate that during the state’s stay at home order a significant number of child infections went 
unreported and may have contributed to transmission. Dietrich et al. 

o In Georgia there was an outbreak at a YMCA summer camp despite following safety protocols. Telegraph 

o A recent study in Germany concluded that a child currently infected with COVID-19 has a similar amount of contagious 

virus (viral load) as an infected adult, indicating that children may be as likely to infect others as adults. Jones et al. 

o A large recent study in the United Kingdom also found a similar infection rate (currently infected with the virus) for 

children and adults. UK ONS 

o A study of seroprevalence (a technique used to estimate infection rates) in Geneva, Switzerland, found that there were 

no differences in seroprevalence between children and middle age adults. Stringhini et al., 2020 

• To protect against infection, it is recommended that children and adults take the same precautions (avoid contact with sick 
people, stay home when sick, wash hands and use hand sanitizer, disinfect commonly touched surfaces, cough or sneeze into a 
tissue, etc.), Symptoms of COVID-19 in adults and children are similar. For most people, being infected can like coming down with 
the flu, and they can experience fever, cough or have trouble taking deep breaths. CDC, CDC 

3. Since many factors impact transmission and health system capacity, local statistics should be monitored closely to inform local 
decisions. 

• As of late July 2020, COVID-19 cases in Colorado have begun to spike again, approaching values seen in April. Case counts change 
daily and these should be monitored by communities constantly. CDPHE 

• In Colorado cases among children are disproportionately low and deaths are disproportionately very low, though higher than 
share seen in US (children are 25% of CO population and account for 9% of cases and 0.2% of deaths). Cases are 
disproportionately high but deaths disproportionately very low for age bands: 20-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59. Deaths are 
disproportionately very high for age bands 70-79 and 80+. CDPHE 

• CO disparities along R/E and socioeconomic lines for children are currently unknown, as children have accounted for very few 
cases. R/E disparities are currently available for all ages, and blacks and Latinos have faced a disproportionately high burden of 
cases and deaths. CDPHE 
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Special 
populations 

4. Children and adults with certain conditions are at increased risk of developing severe COVID-19 and should be encouraged to 
work/learn remotely. 

• Children and adults with certain medical conditions--including cancer, chronic kidney disease, chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD), obesity, serious heart conditions (including heart failure, coronary artery disease and/or cardiomyopathies), 
sickle cell disease, diabetes (types 1 and 2), asthma (moderate to severe), cerebrovascular disease, cystic fibrosis, hypertension 
or high blood pressure, neurologic conditions (including dementia), liver disease, pulmonary fibrosis, and/or thalassemia--are at 
higher risk for serious complications from COVID-19. These individuals should have the option to continue to learn remotely. CDC  

• Children and adults who are immunocompromised due to any of the following—immune deficiencies, HIV, solid organ 
transplant, blood or bone marrow transplant, and/or use of corticosteroids or other immune weakening medications-- are at 
higher risk for serious complications from COVID-19. These individuals should have the option to continue to learn remotely. CDC 

• Children who are considered “medically complex”-- who have serious genetic, neurologic and/or metabolic disorders, and those 
with congenital heart disease (heart disease since birth) are at higher risk for serious complications from COVID-19. These 
individuals should have the option to continue to learn remotely. CDC 

• Children with disabilities, children with developmental and behavioral disorders, and children experiencing homelessness also 
need to take extra precautions as they may be at increased risk for severe illness. These individuals should have the option to 
continue to learn remotely. CDC 

• Adults with disabilities may be at increased risk for severe illness. These individuals should have the option to continue to learn 
remotely.  CDC 

• Pregnant people may be at increased risk of preterm birth and/or cesarean delivery if they are infected with COVID-19. These 
individuals should have the option to continue to learn remotely. Khalil et al. 

• Older adults, especially those over 65 are at higher risk for serious complications from COVID-19. These staff should have the 
option to continue working remotely. CDC 

• Individuals who smoke are at higher risk for serious complications from COVID-19. These individuals should have the option to 
continue to learn remotely. CDC 

Multisystem 
inflammatory 
syndrome in 
children  
(MIS-C) 

5. MIS-C among children is very rare but can be deadly. Very little is known about the condition. Riphagen et al., NYC DOHMH 

• Multisystem inflammatory syndrome in children (MIS-C), or pediatric inflammatory multisystem syndrome (PIMS), appears to be 
an inflammatory response connected to COVID-19; it has been observed in some children and is very rare. MIS-C is a very 
serious condition and can be deadly. Currently, health authorities do not understand the connection between COVID-19 and 
MIS-C, and do not know why some children have developed the condition or which children are at higher risk. CDC, Johns Hopkins 

• Efforts to better collect data on MIS-C began in May; many cases of the syndrome were in previously healthy children. STAT, 
Dufort et al., Feldstein et al. 

 

mailto:erica@coloradokids.org
mailto:leslie@coloradokids.org
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-medical-conditions.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fneed-extra-precautions%2Fgroups-at-higher-risk.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-medical-conditions.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fneed-extra-precautions%2Fgroups-at-higher-risk.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-medical-conditions.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fneed-extra-precautions%2Fgroups-at-higher-risk.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/index.html
https://www.thelancet.com/pdfs/journals/eclinm/PIIS2589-5370(20)30190-5.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-medical-conditions.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fneed-extra-precautions%2Fgroups-at-higher-risk.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-medical-conditions.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fneed-extra-precautions%2Fgroups-at-higher-risk.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32301964/
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/han/alert/2020/covid-19-pediatric-multi-system-inflammatory-syndrome.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/children/mis-c.html
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/coronavirus/misc-and-covid19-rare-inflammatory-syndrome-in-kids-and-teens
https://www.statnews.com/2020/06/29/nejm-inflammation-children-covid19-misc/
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa2021756
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa2021680


 

Contacts: 
Erica Manoatl, Research Analyst: erica@coloradokids.org 

Leslie Colwell, VP of K-12 Education Initiatives: leslie@coloradokids.org 

B. Risks to consider for remaining closed 

Health 

Food 
insecurity 

1. Families are likely facing increased food insecurity due to the socioeconomic disruptions of COVID-19, and school meal 
distribution appears to be limited. If schools remain closed, experts predict worsening food insecurity will likely follow. 

• 13% of Colorado children (about 159,000) are food insecure. Preliminary data on food scarcity during the pandemic indicate it 
may have increased in the first 4 weeks, and stabilized in weeks 5-8. Current Population Survey/USDA, Census PULSE Survey 

• 41% of Colorado children in public schools receive free or reduced-price lunch due to their families’ limited incomes. While 
schools have been closed, there have been several local and state efforts to deliver these meals to children (district and school 
efforts, P-EBT). It’s unclear (and will be for some time) how many students in need are receiving these meals, but early estimates 
indicate distribution is limited. CDE, Chalkbeat 

• It’s likely that the meal delivery reach is limited when compared to students receiving meals at school. Therefore, it is also likely 
that 1) school closures have exacerbated/will continue to exacerbate food insecurity, and 2) lack of access to healthy foods for 
low-income students will have impacts on their physical health and academic progress. Metro Denver Partnership for Health, Van 
Lancker & Parolin 

 

Mental health 

2. Experts predict that child and parent mental health in general has likely declined so far. AAP predicts that if schools remain 
closed this could become worse. 

• In Colorado, the teen suicide rate is very high and 1 in 3 teens report symptoms of clinical depression. AAP warned in early July 
that keeping children out of school in the fall would threaten a degree of social isolation for children that could lead to mental 
and physical harm. It’s likely that student mental health issues have become exacerbated, but this is still unknown. CDPHE, AAP 

• There are also parent impacts in the area of mental health. A recent survey from the American Psychological Association found 
that 46% of parents with children under 18 who were surveyed reported a high stress level, compared with 28% of adults without 
children. 71% reported managing online learning for their child was a significant source of stress. APA 

• Another survey from APA found that 69% of parents were looking forward to the school year being over, 60% said they were 
struggling to keep their children busy, and 60% reported having no idea how they would keep their child busy all summer. Black 
parents are facing additional stressors this summer because of racial discrimination. 55% of black Americans cited discrimination 
as a source of stress in June, up from 42% in May. APA 

 

Child abuse 

3. School closures may be connected to reduced reporting on child maltreatment. Before the pandemic, the rate of child 
maltreatment in Colorado was increasing. 

• In Colorado, the pre-pandemic rate of child abuse in 2018 reached its highest level in a decade. The experience of abuse or 
neglect is considered an Adverse Childhood Experience and can have lifetime impacts on a child’s development. Research shows 
that parental stress and isolation can lead to higher rates of abuse and/or neglect. With schools closed, a child who experiences 
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abuse or neglect in their home may be subject to more abuse or neglect, due to increased hours in the home setting, but this is 
still unknown. CDHS 

• A Florida study examined the broken link between child abuse victims and the number one source of reports of abuse – school 
personnel. Cases were expected to rise during this time period due to increased parental stress and isolation; however the 
number of cases was 15,000 lower (27%) than the previous two months, and the decline was likely driven by school closures. 
Michigan 

 

Education 
Student 
access 

1. Many students lack internet access and other tech and are therefore unable to participate in remote learning consistently. 
Districts and schools serving low-income students and students of color appear to be hardest hit. 

• Access issues remain among the biggest challenges faced by schools and students, particularly in high-poverty districts. This 
is true in Colorado, as shown by the CEI/CDE Needs Inventory conducted in March and April of 2020. Internet connectivity 
was the top community need in 53% of districts. Based on responses from 184 districts/BOCES, the estimated number of 
students without access to a Wi-Fi-enabled device was 52,918 statewide, or approximately 6% of students in the 
represented districts/BOCES. The estimated number of students without access to internet at home was 65,860, or 8% of 
students. CDE 

• Teachers in a nationally representative survey of district and charter public school teachers conducted by Educators 4 
Excellence in May 2020 estimated that only about 60% of their students were regularly participating or engaging in distance 
learning. 

o 2/3 said their students were less engaged during remote instruction than before the pandemic, and that engagement 
declined even further over the course of the semester. 

o 51% of teachers in high-poverty schools reported that most of their students were participating daily in distance learning. 
For affluent schools, the number was 84%. 

• Nationally representative sets of teachers and principals surveyed in April and May reported significant access issues with 
remote learning; these were especially bad for students in high-poverty schools with lots of students of color. RAND 

o 1/4 of principals surveyed said students’ lack of internet access was a major problem, while 62% said it was a minor 
obstacle. 1/5 of principals said they lacked access to high-quality materials, and 30% said they needed training on how to 
support teachers during distance learning.  

o 59% of teachers and 77% of principals said they were able to contact all or nearly all of their students and families during 
school closures, though this number varied considerably depending on school demographics. In elementary schools, 71% 
of teachers said they were able to contact all or nearly all of their students, versus 47.5% of secondary teachers. Educators 
were more likely to report being able to communicate with students and families in low-poverty and majority-white 
schools.  
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Learning loss 
and 
achievement 
gaps 

2. Learning loss is expected for all students, however certain groups of students are predicted to be impacted severely, further 
exacerbating achievement gaps: 

a) Black and Hispanic students are predicted to see the greatest losses compared to White and all students 
b) Low-income students and students in rural areas may be less likely to receive remote instruction, also resulting in learning 

loss 
c) Younger students who are less independent and students with disabilities are predicted to face large losses because of the 

limitations of remote instruction 
• Researchers predict that by September most students will have fallen behind where they would have been if they had stayed 

in classrooms, with some losing the equivalent of a full school year’s worth of academic gains. Racial and socioeconomic 
achievement gaps will most likely widen because of disparities in access to computers, home internet connections and direct 
instruction from teachers. The average student could begin the next school year having lost as much as a third of the 
expected progress from the previous year in reading and half of the expected progress in math. Brown, UVA and NWEA 

• When all impacts are taken into account, the average student could fall 7 months behind academically, while black and 
Hispanic students could experience even greater learning losses, equivalent to 10 months for black children and 9 months for 
Latinos. McKinsey 

• Learning losses are likely to be greater for younger and less independent students. NAS 

• The Center on Reinventing Public Education released an analysis of a statistically representative sample of 477 school 
districts, allowing a comparison of districts by student demographics and location. Just 1 in 3 districts expected all teachers to 
deliver instruction in the spring — and rural and small-town districts were far less likely than urban and suburban districts to 
communicate that expectation. CRPE 

o Districts with the most affluent students were twice as likely as the districts with the highest concentrations of low-
income students to require at least some teachers to provide live, real-time instruction. 

o Less than half of all districts communicated an expectation that teachers would take attendance or check in with students 
regularly. 

o “…by not setting clear expectations that teachers would teach and students would learn, the majority of school districts 
left teachers on their own to figure out what they needed to do for students, and how… Our analysis suggests that a large 
number of school districts across America responded to these challenges by catering to the lowest common 
denominator.”  

• Surveys conducted so far find Black and Hispanic students and students from low-income families face more roadblocks to 
learning, driven in part by gaps in access to technology and the internet. Engagement is low for all students. Chalkbeat 

• An analysis of 800,000 students from researchers at Brown and Harvard looked at how Zearn, an online math program, was 
used both before and after schools closed in March. It found that through late April, student progress in math decreased by 
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about half in classrooms located in low-income ZIP codes, by a third in classrooms in middle-income ZIP codes and not at all 
in classrooms in high-income ZIP codes. Brown 

• A survey of teenagers in late March found that most were in contact with their teachers less than daily, with a quarter saying 
they were in contact less than once a week. SurveyMonkey 

• About 20% of parents of children with disabilities said their child was not receiving required special education services in 
May. Among 501 school district superintendents from across the country who responded to a survey, 83% said that providing 
special education services was difficult to provide equitably during remote learning. USC, AASA 

• Nationally representative sets of teachers and principals surveyed in April and May reported significant differences in the 
material taught. RAND 

o 12% of teachers said they ended the last school year having covered all or nearly all of the planned curriculum. 

o Teachers in city or suburban schools were twice as likely to report having covered a full year’s material as those in towns 
or rural areas. 

o Teachers in schools where 75% or more of students are economically disadvantaged were much more likely to say they 
concentrated on reviewing past material than their counterparts at low-poverty or majority-white schools. 26% of 
teachers surveyed at high-poverty schools reported teaching “all or almost all review,” while 28% said they “mostly” 
focused on reviewing past lessons. At low-poverty schools, by contrast, 19% reported teaching virtually all new material 
and 24% mostly new lessons. 

o By far the largest need cited by teachers was strategies to keep students engaged and motivated during distance learning. 
45% said it was a major need, and 39% called it a minor or moderate one. Nearly 1/3 said they did not receive adequate 
guidance to support students with mild to moderate disabilities. 

• An Upbeat survey examined 7,200 teachers in 9 states to understand educators’ experiences with student engagement 
during remote learning. Upbeat 

o Teachers surveyed estimated that 60% of their students regularly engaged in remote learning, with wide gaps depending 
on racial and socioeconomic status. In schools where fewer than 10% of students are Black, teachers reported that 72% 
of students regularly engaged in remote learning, versus 45% in schools where 50% or more are Black.  

 

Educator 
confidence/ 
morale 

1. Preliminary evidence indicates teachers (especially veteran teachers) are feeling less successful with remote learning, and 
teachers with kids at home are reporting significant levels of stress. 

• Two surveys of teachers and school administrators confirm that the vast majority of teachers could not teach all the material 
they were supposed to, teacher confidence plummeted in schools without supportive working conditions, and fewer than 
half of teachers in high schools, high-poverty schools and schools serving a majority of children of color were able to contact 
their students.  
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• An Upbeat survey examined 7,200 teachers in 9 states to understand educators’ experiences with student engagement 
during remote learning. Upbeat 

o Overall, the percentage of teachers who feel successful dropped from 96% to 73% during distance learning, but with wide 
variations depending on how supportive they perceived their schools to be. In schools seen as supportive, the percentage 
of teachers who felt successful after the shift to remote learning dropped from 99% to 93%. In unsupportive schools, it 
plummeted from 90% to 48%. 

o Mid-career teachers, who are most likely to have young children and aging parents, reported the most stress over 
balancing work with other responsibilities, with 51% saying that caretaking obligations made teaching difficult. Veteran 
teachers were 3 times as likely as early-career educators to report being uncomfortable with distance-learning 
technology. 

 

Family 
economic 
security 

Parent 
employment 

1. Issues of job loss and resignation are impacting parents. Black and Hispanic parents have seen disproportionate job loss, 
introducing stress and anxiety. Women are disproportionately leaving the work force because of the lack of child care 
options. 

• 13% of U.S. parents had to quit a job or reduce their working hours due to a lack of child care, according to a survey of 2,557 
working parents conducted by Northeastern University from May 10 to June 22. The survey found parents were losing an 
average of eight hours of work a week (the equivalent of a full day) because they had to address their kids’ needs. WaPo 

• Lower-income, black and Hispanic parents have been disproportionally affected by job loss, and they are anxious about 
meeting their children’s basic needs. Further, the burden is falling heavily on women. In “child-care deserts” where there 
aren’t enough day-care spots for kids, there’s a 12 percentage point drop in mothers’ labor force participation. There is no 
detectable impact on fathers. Labor Department data show that more women have lost their jobs than men during the 
pandemic. Urban Institute, Center for American Progress, WSJ, NPR 

• With expanded unemployment benefits set to expire at the end of July, many parents will have no choice but to return to work 
by September. A substantial fraction of Colorado’s labor force have children at home and will face obstacles to returning to 
work if childcare options remain closed. UChicago 

Local 
economies 

2. Lack of child care/open schools is predicted to slow the economic recovery. 

• Consensus is emerging among top economists and business leaders that getting kids back into day cares and schools is critical 
to getting the economy back to normal. If schools and child-care centers remain closed, German researchers estimate 8.4 % of 
economic activity in Europe won’t happen, a substantial loss that could hit the United States similarly, researchers say. IZA 
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