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Our Spring 2020 and Summer 2020 issues of The Vision did
not get published due to the challenges from COVID-19 

that we were addressing. In a small district like Avoca, it is an 
“all hands on deck” affair and we were focused on making 
sure our students and staff were safe and able to learn. For a 
timeline of events that led to opening school with our Hybrid 
Schedule on September 1, please see page 2 inside this issue.

As important as our actions to make a safe and engag-
ing learning environment are the values and perspec-
tives that underpin our actions.  By listening to our students, 
staff, and parents, we were able to fashion options that 
- while not perfect  - were responsive to everyone’s needs.

The values that have come to the forefront since the on-
set of COVID are ones we will carry with us as we contin-
ue to confront the virus and its effects and afterwards, 
when we determine what our post-COVID future will look 
like.  Those values are Empathy, Flexibility, and Community.

Empathy has required us to do more than ever before to 
adopt the perspective of our community members.  Our teach-
ers more than ever have had to see the world through our stu-
dents’ and parents’ eyes.  Our parents have gotten a view like 
no other into the world of being a teacher.  And our students  
- especially in the midst of this pandemic as they witnessed

displays in the media of troubling racism and civil upheaval - 
have gained perspectives that will change them for a lifetime 
and hopefully make them more engaged in the future with 
the plight of those who face struggles greater than their own.

Flexibility is the value that hard-gained empathy should lead 
us to exhibit.  Knowing that when your kitchen becomes your 
classroom, some allowances must be made.  Knowing that when 
ZOOM becomes your classroom, new ways to make connections 
must be found.  Knowing that when office and classroom and 
kitchen and ZOOM all converge, we all must exercise patience 
and flexibility in how we care for each other and how we learn.

For our empathy and flexibility to truly make a positive dif-
ference in our lives, they must do so in the context of a com-
munity that first cares for all of its members.  From our Spring 
2020 Remote Learning experience through the process that 
resulted in our decision on how to return to school, our com-
munity members have been caring, respectful, and supportive.

In this issue, we will explore how those values have made 
it possible for us to confront this moment together and 
what it looks like for our students, staff, and families.

Empathy

flexibility

community



March 13 
New Trier schools move to Remote Learning in the face of COVID-19 spread

March 16 
Governor Pritzker closes school buildings for remainder of school year

March 13 - June 11 
Avoca Schools Conduct Remote Learning
2 student surveys conducted, 2 staff surveys conducted, 2 parent surveys 
conducted, 6 ZOOM Parent Focus Groups conducted with over 300 parent 

 participants
June 17, 23, 24 

Remote Learning Team convenes to review feedback and make recommendations 
for improving Remote Learning 
Administration develops three options for returning to school: remote, hybrid, fully onsite

July 
COVID-19 cases increase in Illinois
Administration consults with medical advisors on return to school options

July 23 
Administration presents three options to Board of Education

July 30 
Board of Education adopts resolution to return to school under Hybrid Schedule 
with option for fully remote learning

August 10
Deadline for families to select fully remote or hybrid option 

70% of families choose hybrid schedule, 30% choose fully remote schedule
August 25- 28 

Staff Learning & Development
August 31 

First Day of Attendance - Remote Learning Monday 
September 1

Hybrid Schedule begins with first onsite day for half of students

Spring 2020 - Fall 2020: 
Remote Learning & Return to School Timeline

Highlights of Hybrid Schedule
Every learner online for Remote Learning Mondays
Onsite learning 

•Two days per week, focus on core subject areas
•Class sizes between 6 and 13
•Masks worn at all times
•6 foot social distance maintained between students
•Students in classrooms throughout day except for PE and outdoor learning
•Additional building cleaning regimens adopted

Remote learning
•Twice per week, focus on electives and independent learning
•Families had choice to receive 100% of instruction remotely

Please see the Return to School Resource Guide and Return to School Protocol 
Guide on our website at www.avoca37.org
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How to Safely Conduct School-
 Adopting Meaningful Metrics

Because the science and institution-
al guidance related to COVID and 

schools was changing so rapidly, only 
at the time of The Vision going to press 
were there any metrics solidified among 
the New Trier superintendents regard-
ing COVID spread in the community and 
operating schools.  These metrics are not 
identical but do overlap and are shared.  
Specifically, the numbers that will help 
us to determine if we need to move to 
a fully remote learning schedule, re-
main on a hybrid schedule, or can move 
to a fully onsite schedule are as follows:

COVID incidence per 100K in the New 
Trier and Avoca community:

<7 per week = fully onsite
7 - 14 per week = hybrid
>14 per week = fully remote

Positivity rate (7 day rolling avg.) in the 
New Trier and Avoca community and 
suburban Cook County

< 4% = fully onsite
4% - 8% = hybrid
>8% = fully remote

Operational Metrics
PPE inventory
Hand sanitizer inventory
Teacher Absence Rates
Student Absence Rates
Substitute Teacher Availability

Thresholds must be a matter of trends over a sustained period of time and any adopted schedule will then be in place for 
at least one month before returning to a previously adopted schedule.
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Learning and Celebrating Our Values

PARADING INTO SUMMER

On June 9th, the local Chicago Tribune publication, Wilmette Life, highlighted a special moment for Avoca.  The abrupt
end to onsite learning in March left gaping holes in the way the district usually ends the school year with celebrations 

and rights of passage.  Sensing the need for closure for both students and staff, Marie Murphy ITC Director, Carrie Stotz, 
organized an end of year car parade.  This was a festive approach to bring everyone together one more time and culmi-
nate the year safely.  Students and their families drove through the parking lot at the New Trier North Campus lined with 
Avoca Teachers and staff sending students with well wishes for their new adventures and summer.  The need and impact of 
this type of interaction was profound and reverberated the unity of the Avoca Community.   This positive deviation from the 
norm is something Avoca will carry into the new school year and possibly for years to come!

STUDENT AUTHORS

Each year the Illinois Digital Educators Alliance (IDEA) in-
vites a select number of students to showcase their innova-

tive ideas and the way they use technology in the classroom.  
Due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, IDEA was un-
able to hold the annual showcase.  In order to make sure that 
Illinois students still had the opportu-
nity to tell their stories, IDEA decided 
to publish a book to capture student 
voices.  In this book, IDEAs to Amplify 
Student Voice, twenty-three students 
from across Illinois share their stories 
about the innovative, creative, and 
inspirational ways they use technol-
ogy in their classrooms, communities, 
and home environments to trans-
form their own learning experiences.  
Fourth grade students of Janis Michael at Avoca West Ele-
mentary, Artem Fralou, Obayd Hussain, Shailan Matsko, and 
Owen Smith were selected to publish their piece 3...2...1...
ACTION!  You can order a copy by visiting https://ideailli-
nois.org/student-authors. 

Learning and Growing

Over the summer, Karen Cullotta, reporter for local Chi-
cago Tribune publication, Wilmette Life, captured Avoca 

students branching out.  While the learning environment for 
Avoca students has changed, their curiosity and the opportu-
nities to learn and grow remain!  Avoca students, Evan Rick, 
Owen Rick and Jensen Knox used their new-found free time to 
cultivate new skills and relationships.  Seeking assistance from 
their 81-year old neighbor and master-gardener, Barbara 
Offenberg, they nurtured a  perennial garden in an unused 
plot in the Rick’s backyard.  Many life lessons were shared be-
tween the unusual partnership.  Ms. Offenberg was thrilled to 
share her garden and knowledge with the boys who demon-
strated care and resiliency beyond what she expected.  In 
the process of growing their garden, Evan, Owen and Jensen 
learned patience, gratitude and about the delicate balance 
of natural life cycles.  

Photo credit: Stacey Wescott/Chicago Tribune
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In June, a Remote Learning Team of staff members from across the dis-
trict pored over student, staff and parent feedback and the best profes-
sional guidance available to recommend improvements to the District’s 
Remote Learning experience for students.  What resulted were a series 
of guidelines published to start the school year.  They included the fol-
lowing:

A commitment to build and sustain connections with & between 
students
• Each class at Avoca West will have a morning meeting explicitly set

aside to assess and address students’ social and emotional health
and relationships

• An Advisory time will be set aside at Marie Murphy on Remote Learn-
ing Monday for the same purpose

Improve Instruction,  Assessment,  & Feedback (A Remote Learning 
Toolbox for Teachers)
• Multiple modes of assessing student learning and providing feedback

to students
• A Mix of Synchronous/Asynchronous Instruction

- Emphasis on Synchronous Instruction
• 2.5 - 5 hours of synchronous instruction per day
• Synchronous small group practices
• Synchronous class periods (subjects) that dedicate approxi-  

 mately 10-15 minutes for live instruction and questions, 10-30
minutes for students working collaboratively and/or 
indpendently with additional guidance, and 5-10 minutes for 
questions and answers 

- Asynchronous Instruction that encourages:
• Discrete modules of learning, collaboration, and practice
• A balance between learning and practice
• Student work for which students can receive meaningful feed- 

 back
• A balance between shorter term work and longer term
projects

A single Remote Learning Hub for parents and guardians to access 
courses

An online platform for additional ELA/Math assessment,  practice,  
and extension
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C I T I Z EN  F I N ANC I A L 
A DV I S OR Y  COMM I T T E E 

If you share the Board’s concerns about the District finances and you have an interest in serving, please considervolunteering for the District ’s Financial Advisory Committee, which will convene in January of 2021.  The goal of this 
committee will be to review the District ’s annual revenues and expenditures, ask critical questions of the Administra-
tion about the budget and projections, and issue a report to the Board of Education identifying the following: 

• Revenue streams that should be reviewed and potentially improved
• Expenditure line items that should be reviewed and potentially reduced
• Structural issues in operations that should be reviewed and potentially redesigned
• Educational programming issues that should be reviewed and revisited

The committee will be made up of teachers, staff members, administrators, parents, and non-parent community mem-
bers.  It will meet twice in January, twice in February, once in March, and issue a report to the Board of Education no 
later than April 15, 2021.

If you are interested in serving, please email Superintendent Osburn at osburnk@avoca37.org and indicate your inter-
est and what in your background would contribute to your providing the committee specific insights.  The committee 
size will be limited.

FINANCIAL UPDATE
In last year ’s Vision and in a series of staff and publicmeetings, Superintendent Osburn outlined the District ’s 
financial health.  Specifically, in recent years the District 
has experienced an operating deficit annually in its Edu-
cation and Operating funds of between 2% and 5%.  Fiscal 
Year 2020, ending in June, resulted in slightly better financ-
es than projected, due to unexpected revenues and lower 
than expected expenses in some line items.  Nonetheless, 
the operating deficit was still approximately 2%.  Likewise, 
projections anticipate ongoing and increasing deficits, in-
cluding increased deficits due to effects from COVID-19.

At the end of June, the District ’s financial reserves equaled 
58% of its operating budget.  Prudent financial stewardship 
identifies 50% as an appropriate reserve level for a district 
our size.  When that level dips below 40%, the District is 
confronted by the possibility of not making a payroll cycle 
with the cash it has on hand, thereby possibly needing to 
borrow money to make payroll.  Current financial projec-
tions indicate that reserves could dip below 40% in 3 years 
or less.

With a structural deficit where revenues are annually lower 
than expenses, limited options are available to sustain the 

high quality of education Avoca provides its students.  Like-
wise, unless the District can obtain small annual operating 
surpluses, not only will the District not be able to sustain 
high quality education, it will have no ability to invest in im-
proving the education it offers students in a rapidly chang-
ing world.
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A STRATEGIC VISION FOR AVOCA

Portrait of a Graduate

Avoca 37
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The 2020-21 School Year is clearly one like no other.  Despite this, the District’s existing Strategic Plan will be coming to
a close, with some items continuing beyond 2020-21 so that they are truly achieved.  Below are the primary strategic 

initiatives the Administration and Staff will focus on in 2020-21:

• Preschool through 8th grade: English Language Arts Curriculum Development
• Kindergarten through 8th grade: Social Studies Curriculum and Resources Development
• Multi-Tiered System of Support Development (including Social Emotional Learning and Professional Learning Commu-

nities)
• Budget & Finance Improvements

Our staff will be involved with a myriad of other improvements during the school year but these are the four broadest 
areas of focus.  Each area includes professional development and collaboration time for staff.

As these wind down, the 2021-22 school year will be one dedicated to community engagement around establishing a new 
strategic vision for Avoca.  The first step to doing so, will be to establish our “North Star,” which will be embodied in the 
“Portrait of a Graduate.”

“Portrait of a Graduate” is a process developed by a national educational non-profit organization. It is designed to help 
communities create unique “North Stars” around which school communities can design important improvements to their 
students’ learning experiences.

Specifically, before we engage in strategic planning for the future of Avoca School District 37, we will come together to 
identify those qualities in students we want to foster for their own, our community’s, and the wider world’s betterment. Such 
an endeavor could scarcely be more important than it is right now.

A committee of students, staff, parents/guardians, Board members, and non-parent community members will be convened 
to lead the process laid out to establish the portrait of an Avoca graduate.  That committee will hold public meetings 
for the wider community, then use that input to develop the portrait.  The committee will convene in November and run 
through March.  If you think you might be interested in participating, please send Superintendent Osburn an email at 
osburnk@avoca37.org.

Once adopted, that will guide our community’s strategic planning in the 2021-22 school year. If you would like to learn 
more about the Portrait of a Graduate process, please visit https://portraitofagraduate.org/ where you can learn more 
and see examples from other districts.
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