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Abstract
Objective: Data- informed decision making is valued among school districts, but challenges remain for local health departments 
to provide data, especially during a pandemic. We describe the rapid planning and deployment of a school- based COVID-19 
surveillance system in a metropolitan US county.

Methods: In 2020, we used several data sources to construct disease- and school- based indicators for COVID-19 surveillance 
in Franklin County, an urban county in central Ohio. We collected, processed, analyzed, and visualized data in the COVID-19 
Analytics and Targeted Surveillance System for Schools (CATS). CATS included web- based applications (public and secure ver-
sions), automated alerts, and weekly reports for the general public and decision makers, including school administrators, school 
boards, and local health departments.

Results: We deployed a pilot version of CATS in less than 2 months (August–September 2020) and added 21 school districts 
in central Ohio (15 in Franklin County and 6 outside the county) into CATS during the subsequent months. Public- facing web- 
based applications provided parents and students with local information for data- informed decision making. We created an algo-
rithm to enable local health departments to precisely identify school districts and school buildings at high risk of an outbreak and 
active SARS- CoV-2 transmission in school settings.

Practice Implications: Piloting a surveillance system with diverse school districts helps scale up to other districts. Leveraging 
past relationships and identifying emerging partner needs were critical to rapid and sustainable collaboration. Valuing diverse skill 
sets is key to rapid deployment of proactive and innovative public health practices during a global pandemic.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all sectors of society. 
Schoolchildren have experienced changes in academics, social 
and emotional learning, and physical and mental health.1 Their 
families and guardians may have faced negative economic con-
sequences while schools were closed (eg, need for childcare). 
Although some schools fully opened, for schools that were not 
open fully, instruction was delivered either remotely or in a 
hybrid learning mode (eg, alternating in- person learning for 
cohorts of students), which still requires additional resources for 
childcare.2

To mitigate these negative effects, public health departments 
have implemented nonpharmaceutical interventions, such as 
timely identification of cases, testing, contact tracing, isolation 
and quarantine, social distancing, and face mask mandates.3 In 


