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Recommendations 

 Adequate Funding from Federal and State Governments 

 Gold Standard for Virtual Instruction, In-Person Instruction, and Safety 

 Plan to Provide In-Person Instruction Equitably, Emphasizing Most Vulnerable 

Students 

 Plan and Resources to Provide Additional Academic Supports  

 Plan and Resources to Provide Additional Mental Health Supports 

 Parents, Students, and Staff Deserve Choices about Virtual versus In-Person 

Instruction 

Introduction 

The Children’s Agenda is deeply concerned that school closures are disproportionately 

harming our most vulnerable children. We believe schools need to reopen safely as 

soon as possible, but are concerned the politicization of the issue, and the lack of 

sufficient resources and clear guidelines for schools, is putting reopening—and 

children’s wellbeing—in jeopardy.  

 

We defer to public health experts on when it is safe enough to reopen schools. Given 

that our area meets established metrics to attempt reopening, the Children’s Agenda 

believes reopening must be equitable, prioritizing the students who are most impacted 

by school closures.  

 

Shamefully, the current approach by New York State is institutionally racist1, taking the 

most resources away from predominantly poor, and Black and brown students to 

balance the New York State Budget. As a result, the school districts serving the highest 

proportion of poor, and Black and brown students are offering the least amount of in-

person instruction. This is the opposite of how we should be prioritizing our resources, 

and New York State must do everything possible to reverse course. 

 

                                                

 
1 Institutional Racism: the systematic distribution of resources, power and opportunity in our society to the benefit of 
people who are white and the exclusion of people of color. – Solid Ground, Anti-Racism Definitions & Accountability 
Standards 
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Our Position on Reopening Schools 

In-person instruction is vitally important for the over 100,000 school-aged children in 

Monroe County. The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) has strongly advocated for 

in-person instruction where evidence-based public health guidelines say it is 

appropriate. The AAP’s position, which The Children’s Agenda supports, is that school 

closures have many damaging effects on students, such as social isolation, learning 

loss, and a lack of access to essential services like meals, language services, and 

services for a disability or developmental delayi. Many children in our community have 

already fallen dangerously behind in their academic and social-emotional development 

because of school closures and virtual instruction. Safety comes first for students, 

parents, and teachers, but if there is way to reopen schools while containing the 

spread of COVID-19, as other countries around the world are managing to do, we must 

do it as soon as possible.  

 

Experts have offered guidelines, statements, and reports on reopening schools from 

many different perspectives. The Children’s Agenda is concerned solely with the 

welfare of children, especially those who are most vulnerable because of racism, 

poverty, health inequities, and trauma. This policy brief is a critique of the failures of 

adults to adequately support children in this moment of national crisis. We do not have 

all the answers, but we are uniquely positioned-- as independent policy experts –to 

explain the current challenges PreK-12 schools face in reopening.   

 

In-person instruction without widespread transmission of COVID-19 is likely possible 

and under the right conditions is the best thing for children’s welfare.  Waiting for the 

pandemic to end is not a solution, we must act now to protect the wellbeing of 

children. 

 

We believe schools need clear guidance and adequate funding to reopen safely, and that all 

reopening plans must be equitable to address the needs of students most impacted by 

school closures 
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5 

THE CHILDREN’S AGENDA  | WWW.THECHILDRENSAGENDA.ORG      5 

 

5 Reopening Schools: Policy Brief 

Community Transmission Remains Low in the Finger Lakes Region 

The risk of reopening schools depends on how many people are already infected with 

COVID-19 within the community. Over half of all states—as of August 31st—do not 

meet the standard established by the World Health Organization (WHO) and Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) for a positivity rate less than 5 percent. That 

means fewer than 5 out of every 100 tests for COVID-19 are positive for the last 14 

daysii. Georgia’s positivity rate, for example, has hovered around 10 percent during the 

month of Augustiii. Predictably, Georgia has received national media coverage for 

outbreaks popping up in reopened schoolsiv. 

 

Governor Andrew Cuomo issued a guidance on July 13th, 2020 laying out conditions 

for schools to reopen that followed the recommendations of the CDC and WHO. He 

added that schools would be closed again if the positivity rate reached 9 percent. 

Between June 3rd and August 31, the 7-day rolling average for the Finger Lakes Region 

has been 1 percent or lessv. On August 7th, the Governor confirmed that all schools 

were permitted to open in New York State.  

 

The level of community transmission is extremely low in our area, and though the risk 

of infection has not been eliminated, it is as low as may be expected before a vaccine is 

developed2. However, there are still two common arguments for keeping schools 

closed: 1) It is only appropriate to reopen schools when cases fall to zero; 2) schools 

are unprepared to offer in-person instruction during the pandemic because of the 

logistical challenges and/or a lack of resources.  

 

Waiting for cases to fall to zero would possibly mean no in-person instruction until a 

few months into 2021 under the best-case scenario according to Dr. Anthony Faucivi. 

To achieve this timeline one of the vaccines that is currently in clinical trials would 

have to prove safe and effective, which is not guaranteed. When an effective vaccine is 

identified it will still take months to produce enough doses for every American. Policy 

makers must acknowledge that the costs of delaying in-person instruction for this long 

                                                

 
2 On August 31st it was 0.4 percent with 14 positive tests out of 3,360 tested 
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are substantial. This could mean years of learning loss and developmental delays for 

millions of students in New York State. Public health experts have rejected waiting for 

zero transmission because the negative impacts on students’ academic and social-

emotional development are simply too high compared to the potential risks.  

 

If PreK-12 schools are unprepared for reopening, that can be solved with sufficient 

resources and clear guidelines from the state and federal government. Unfortunately, 

as we will discuss in greater detail, this has not been the case. 

 

Child Care Has Largely Remained Open 

One comfort to care givers and school staff anxious about schools reopening is the 

experience of child care centers. In Monroe County, child care centers have largely 

remained open during the pandemic. With small group sizes, daily temperature checks, 

questionnaires, hand washing, masks, and other cleaning protocols, the child care 

sector has avoided widespread transmission among children and their educators. This 

suggests that with proper precautions and limited group sizes, young children can 

safely receive in-person instruction.  

 

Child care centers have dealt with the same challenges schools have with less funding 

and vague guidelines for safety. The child care sector is in dire need of additional 

funding to keep many providers from going out of business, but the sector has still 

found a way to operate during the pandemic while community transmission rates have 

remained low.  

 

Safety and Supports Requires Full Funding 

The biggest barrier to schools reopening successfully is funding.  The Association of 

School Business Officials International (ASBO) estimates an average school district 

(3,659 students) will need $1.8 million for more staff to maintain social distancing, 

personal protective equipment (PPE), technology for remote learning, and supports for 

students who have fallen behindvii. These costs are higher in New York State where 

school personnel are paid higher salaries than the national average. The Rochester City 

School District is nearly 7 times as large by enrollment, and serves a student population 
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that requires more supports (students with disabilities, English as a second language, 

poverty, homelessness etc.). The additional costs for RCSD are likely to total $20 

million at a minimum. The U.S. Congress and President have failed to provide adequate 

funding to meet this need as negotiations on the latest COVID-19 relief package have 

stalled. Without additional federal money, states like New York are resorting to cutting 

school aid at a time when districts are in desperate need of more resources.  

 

Governor Cuomo and the State Legislature froze state aid to schools back in April when 

they passed their 2020 State Budget. This freeze on state aid was inequitable, because 

high poverty districts and those that serve predominantly Black and brown students 

rely more than other districts on increases in state aid. Even worse, Coronavirus Aid, 

Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act funding from the federal government that 

was meant to be distributed to school districts based on need was instead distributed 

but then transplanted an exact amount of equal foundation aid that was cut from each 

district, for a zero net gain.  This in effect redistributed money from poor and 

predominantly Black and brown districts to wealthy and predominantly white districts.  

 

To be clear, New York State acted regressively in distributing federal aid to school 

districts and deepened inequities in school funding by practicing institutional racism. 

Then, New York State doubled down on this regressive and racist school funding 

practice by withholding 20 percent of state aid to all school districts regardless of need 

in August 2020.  For a district like RCSD that receives 3 out of every 4 dollars from New 

York State, this equated to a $128 million reductionviii.  

 

The Governor has argued these cuts—as inequitable and racist as they may be—are 

necessary because of falling tax revenues. Yet, in the same 2020 State Budget, passed 

after the financial threat of COVID-19 was widely known, the Governor included a $4.2 

billion tax cut for New Yorkers making as much as $323,200 a yearix. To finance a tax 

cut for New Yorkers who make up to $323,000 annually, Governor Cuomo has cut aid 

to PreK-12 schools in a pandemic, and cut it the most for districts that serve 

predominantly poor, and Black and brown students.  

 

It is no surprise then that the biggest school districts in New York State which serve the 

highest proportion of Black and brown students, including Buffalo, Syracuse, 
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Rochester, Yonkers, and New York City, have all delayed the start of their school yearsx. 

State policy is contributing to many inequitable local delays and implementation 

practices.  RCSD will not have any in-person instruction for the first ten weeks of 

school, while some suburban, wealthier, and predominantly white school districts in 

Monroe County will start on-time and offer up to 5 days of in-person instruction. These 

disparities in school funding and reopening plans are flagrant, glaring examples of 

institutional racism and the lack of commitment by New York State to educating its 

poor, and Black and brown students.  

 

Whether or not the federal government passes another relief package, New York State 

must move to immediately reverse its inequitable and racist school funding practices. 

This means rolling back tax cuts for people making over $300,000 before depriving 

children of their education. It means distribution of school aid that is equitable and 

based on need, and fully funding Foundation Aid. Ultimately, it will require the political 

will to raise revenue and redistribute money from the top, rather than the bottom.  

 

We Need a Gold Standard for Everything 

Adequate funding requires new legislation, but no legislation is needed to provide 

clear guidelines for both in-person and virtual instruction during the pandemic. The 

U.S. Department of Education has not issued any comprehensive guidelines as of 

August 31st, while the CDC has issued vague guidelines such as, “Develop a proactive 

plan for when a student or staff member tests positive for COVID-19xi.” 

  

Decisions on funding and policies in public education are made at every level of 

government from the national, to the state, regional, and local level. The New York 

State Department of Health (NYDOH) has issued one set of guidelines for school 

reopening, as has the New York State Department of Education (NYSED) -- which 

conflicts in some places with the NYDOH. Further, every county in New York State has 

its own public health department and guidelines which are meant to be consistent with 

the NYDOH. However, local public health commissioners have expressed differing 

opinions on the NYDOH standards.  
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There is no suggested standard for when a school should be closed, and each guidance 

passes the responsibility for developing such a standard onto another entity. As a 

result of the inconsistencies and lack of clarity, major decisions about public health 

have devolved all the way down to the local level as a result. Schools have become 

responsible for making these decisions by default. Yet schools have the fewest 

resources and expertise to make such decisions.   

 

To demonstrate how little clarity has been given and the circular logic of many 

reopening plans, let’s take the example of when and how to close schools with 

confirmed cases of COVID-19. 

 

CDC Guidance:  

“In consultation with local officials, establish transparent criteria for when the 

school will suspend in-person learning to stop or slow the spread of COVID-19, as 

well as transparent criteria for when to resume in-person learning.” 

 

NYDOH Guidance:  

“Responsible Parties must include a process in their plan if/when COVID-19 

cases are discovered at school, including closing areas or classes where 

individuals were infected or more broadly the entire school in consultation with 

the local health department.” 

 

Monroe County Department of Public Health Guidance: 

“While MCDPH can make a recommendation, it will be up to individual school 

districts to determine when a classroom, building or district should be closed. 

The factors under consideration are listed in the individual district plans that 

school districts have submitted to New York State.” 

 

 

These inconsistencies must be sorted out immediately.  Governor Cuomo required 

every school district in the state to develop its own reopening plan based on these 

guidelines and submit them for approval to the state by July 31st. Many district leaders 

http://www.thechildrensagenda.org/
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then turned to their principals to see what was feasible, who then surveyed parents 

and staff about what they were comfortable with. This process, the time between the 

issuance of guidelines from the state and when school districts were required to 

submit their plans, was a matter of weeksxii.  

 

Hundreds of similar but also widely different plans were created because of inequities 

in resources, pressure from parents and teachers’ unions, and confusion over what the 

best practices were. Without a definitive standard to follow or the resources to carry it 

out, care givers and school staff are understandably leery about the safety of 

reopening schools.  

 

Every level of government has been hesitant to offer strict guidelines, partly because 

they are unable to enforce them, and partly because they are aware deep funding 

inequities exist across public education. Mostly though, there appears to be a lack of 

leadership or willingness to be held accountable for making decisions. Leadership 

requires making life and death decisions at a time of great uncertainty. An absence of 

leadership is responsible for over 180,000 American deaths as of August 31st, and is 

putting the safety and education of millions of students at riskxiii. 

 

Equity 

The pandemic has exposed deep inequities in education funding, but also inequities in 

the support structures students have and depend on. The most vulnerable children 

need targeted interventions in order for schools to have an equitable response, 

including:   

 

• Children who are homeless or living in poverty may not have a quiet space to 

work during the school day, stable internet access, or the use of a computer.  

• Children who suffer from food insecurity are forced to pick up meals that they 

would otherwise be transported to with in-person instruction.  

• Children with disabilities must receive accommodations and supports virtually, 

even if some of those services require in-person attention, and a parent or care 

giver must often be present to facilitate.  
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• Children who are learning English as a second language must struggle with 

reduced access to interpretation services and language supports.  

• Very young children require support from parents to stay engaged and are 

falling the farthest behind at a crucial time for brain development.  

 

This list is not exhaustive. To truly gauge the impact of the pandemic on children will 

require individual attention to each student. Millions of children will require some 

amount of remediation or mental health support.  For the most vulnerable students, 

that additional support will need to be deep and long lasting.  

 

To ensure reopening is equitable, the children above who most need in-person 

instruction should be the first to return. Many reopening plans in Monroe County and 

New York State have recognized these needs and prioritized young students and 

students with disabilities. More could still be done to incorporate the needs of other 

categories of students like those who are homeless or learning English as a second 

language.  

 

The inequities in school funding are compounding the inequities caused by virtual 

learning. Many of the school districts with the highest numbers of children with 

disabilities, homelessness, food insecurity, learning English as a second language, and 

poverty are going entirely remote to start the 2020-2021 school year. Smaller and 

wealthier school districts in Monroe County will open on time and some will offer up to 

5 days of in-person instruction for elementary students.  

 

Once full in-person instruction is possible again, some of the most vulnerable students 

in our community will have fallen the farthest behind developmentally. These students 

will have had the least access to essential services, and be more likely to attend school 

districts with fewer resources to provide remediation.  

 

This Crisis for Children Demands Big Thinking 

We cannot allow the pandemic to depress student achievement and development for 

a generation. A massive spending program for education and supports for children 
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must be devised to deal with the aftermath of the pandemic. An unprecedented crisis 

requires an unprecedented solution.  

 

To solve the crisis of the moment we must provide schools with clear guidance and 

adequate funding to reopen safely, and all reopening plans must be equitable to 

address the needs of students most impacted by school closures. To repair the damage 

done will take a longer-term strategy with massive investments in education and 

supports for children unlike anything we have ever seen before. 

 

Reopening schools must be about the safety and needs of students, period. We cannot 

let children be cheated out of their education because of the failures of adults. 

i “COVID-19 Planning Considerations: Guidance for School Re-entry,” American Academy of Pediatrics (website), 
accessed September 2, 2020, https://services.aap.org/en/pages/2019-novel-coronavirus-covid-19-infections/clinical-
guidance/covid-19-planning-considerations-return-to-in-person-education-in-schools/ 
ii David Dowdy and Gypsyamber D’Souza, “COVID-19 Testing: Understanding The ‘Percent Positive,’” August, 10, 2020, 
https://www.jhsph.edu/covid-19/articles/covid-19-testing-understanding-the-percent-positive.html 
iiiJohns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center (website), Daily State-by-State Testing Trends, accessed September 2, 
2020, https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/testing/individual-states/georgia 
iv Ben Kesslen, “Georgia's Cherokee County closes third high school for COVID-19 concerns,” NBC News (website), 
August 16, 2020, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/georgia-s-cherokee-county-closes-third-high-school-covid-
concerns-n1236898 
v Percentage Positive Results By Region Dashboard (website), New York State, accessed September 2, 2020, 
https://forward.ny.gov/percentage-positive-results-region-dashboard 
viHilary Brueck, “Dr. Fauci is 'cautiously optimistic' that by the end of 2021 there will be enough coronavirus vaccine 
shots for all Americans,” Business Insider, August 18, 2020, https://www.businessinsider.com/fauci-coronavirus-
vaccine-likely-available-to-all-americans-in-2021-2020-8 
vii “What Will It Cost To Reopen Schools?” Association of School Business Officials International (website), accessed 
September 2, 2020, https://www.asbointl.org/asbo/media/documents/Resources/covid/COVID-19-Costs-to-Reopen-
Schools.pdf 
viii Lesli Myers-Small and Carleen Pierce, “Current Budget and Finance Status,” PowerPoint presentation, August 
18,2020, 
https://go.boarddocs.com/ny/rochny/Board.nsf/files/BSLTA2765AD5/$file/Current%20Status%20Budget%20Finance%
20Presentation.pdf 
ix “GOVERNOR ANDREW CUOMO ANNOUNCES HIGHLIGHTS OF THE FY 2021 STATE BUDGET,” New York State (website), 
April 2, 2020, Accessed September 2, 2020, https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/press/2020/fy-2021-state-budget-
highlights.html 
x Jackson Wang, “Four Out of ‘Big 5’ Schools Go Remote, Albany Still Hybrid,” Spectrum News Capital Region, August 
25, 2020, https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/capital-region/education/2020/08/25/capital-region-teachers-
association-concerns 
xi “Operating Schools During COVID-19,” CDC (website), Accessed September 2, 2020,  
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/schools.html 
xii “Governor Cuomo Announces New Data-Driven Guidance for Reopening Schools,” New York State (website), July 13, 
2020, Accessed September 2, 2020, https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-new-data-
driven-guidance-reopening-schools 
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xiii Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center (website), accessed August 31, 2020 
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/region/united-states 
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