
No one wants to be back in schools and on campuses with our students more than educators. All educators  
– teachers, faculty, bus drivers, cafeteria staff, custodians, school nurses, school psychologists, and more - 
love our students, our schools, and our communities, and that is why we need to do this right. 

The COVID-19 pandemic must be under control in your county and community before in-person 
instruction resumes. Leading public health experts agree that reopening school and campus buildings for 
in-person learning must wait until transmission rates in the community are both low AND declining over at 
least the past two weeks as measured by key indicators.   

It is a bedrock TEA principle that school decisions are best made at the 
local level. TEA has worked to protect local control of schools in Tennessee 
law and limit the power of the governor and department on school opening 
and calendars. Other states like Florida have mandated statewide school 
reopening, prompting a lawsuit from the FEA. 

Now directors and school boards have to make decisions on if or when 
schools re-open, and those decisions have to be based on data. Normally, 
a school system would rely on guidance from the health officials when to 
shutter schools because of illness. However, the state has not published what 
transmission thresholds indicate sufficient virus containment to resume in-
person instruction. TEA references a Harvard School of Public Health daily new 
case rate of >25 as the mark not to open schools under any circumstances.     

There are local public health officials who have seen troubling county data and recommended 
pushing back the start date of in-person instruction, many of the state’s larger school systems have 
done so. COVID-19 has affected different counties at different rates. If your school system has not delayed 
re-opening, understanding data is the first step in the checklist.   

1. New case rates 
The Tennessee Department of 
Health publishes daily county 
data on new COVID-19 cases 
that come in easy to read graphs. 
Counties with increasing new 
case rates and a rate of >25  
new cases per 100k should 
push back school openings 
until trends show a decrease in 
new cases for a 14 day period. 

TEA CHECKLIST FOR SAFELY AND 
EQUITABLY REOPENING SCHOOLS.

When to reopen 
schools is a local 
decision. The state 
has no say. TEA 
made sure of it.  
If Gov. Lee had the power to 
mandate schools reopen, he 
likely would do so. With local 
control many systems are 
postponing reopening.

ONE.  Know if COVID-19 is under control in your county.  
Three quick and easy to understand ways to find out: 

2. Active case rates 3. Positive test rates 
TNDH publishes daily county 
data on active COVID-19 cases. 
Dividing the number of active 
cases by the county population 
gives a percentage. Counties 
below .5% is considered low 
spread; more than 1% of 
population in a county is high 
spread, and schools should not 
reopen until the rate drops.

TNDH publishes daily county 
data on new Covid tests and 
how many were positive. 
Counties with a positive test 
rate of 5% or less indicate the 
virus is being contained and 
local health officials can track 
new cases. Continued high 
positive test rates  indicate 
schools should not reopen.

It’s a local decision; participate in it. 

See your county new case rate to see the COVID risk level for your system, page 4.  
Members can find links to state COVID data or may request a composite county data sheet at info@tnea.org 
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Accommodations: High-risk students, staff and families are protected through appropriate 
accommodations such as remote learning and instruction arrangements.  

Distancing: All necessary steps have been taken to maintain six feet of physical distance among all 
students, staff, and visitors throughout the day including, where necessary, class size reductions, 
reconfiguring classrooms, and readjusting school schedules and traffic patterns. Safe school-
sponsored transportation must also be provided, including reconfiguring school buses and 
transportation schedules to allow for distancing.

Deterrence: Strong deterrence measures have been put in place, including:

a) a requirement that everyone wear appropriate face coverings. The state purchased millions 
of reusable and disposable masks to distribute, meeting another TEA demand. 

b) a requirement that students, staff and visitors wash their hands for 20 seconds several times a 
day and, where doing so is not possible, are provided with hand-sanitizer of at least 60% alcohol.

What if the data indicate we should delay and the 
school system is still moving forward with reopening? 

Remember, the Tennesssee Commissioners of Health and Education have 
not published what transmission thresholds indicate the virus has been 
sufficiently contained to reopen schools, dodging their responsibilities. 

If your county does not have a public health official with a communicable 
disease background (many do not and rely on the state) your director and 
school board may not have guidance on the data and how to use it in 
reopening decisions. Here are some steps to take:

1. Share local COVID data with your director and colleagues. 

2. Discuss how this data is used in reopening decisions and policies. 

If the data indicates schools shouldn’t reopen and yet plans are moving forward, don’t assume decision-
makers have seen the data and understand the same thresholds listed here. Remember, the state and 
other organizations have not published guidance on using Covid data.  

As school districts are left to themsleves to figure how to use data to make appropriate decisions, it is 
up to TEA and its local members to fill the vaccuum. Knowledege is power, and members should use 
the data to demand actions in the best interests of students and educators. Call your UniServ if your need 
help. Remember, if you don’t understand the decisions being made based on the data you see, it is very 
possible district decision-makers have been left in the dark by the state officials. 

3. Remind decision-makers there is no mandatory start date, end 
date, or any other state mandate. If the data says delay, then DELAY.

The state has no power on when schools reopen. If the data look bad, it is because it is bad, and pushing 
back the start date is wise for the health and safety of students, educators and your community. 

School systems 
have been given no 
information on using 
COVID data.

TEA will step into the vaccuum to help 
members and their systems understand the 
data to assess decisions and minimize risk. 

TWO.  Specific protections to put in place to keep the 
virus under control and protect students and staff:



c) plexiglass protections installed where necessary.

d) HVAC systems inspected and, if necessary, retrofitted or modified to 
increase air flow, air filtration and the circulation of clean air. 

e) sufficient classroom supplies so each student has their own.

Deep Cleaning: Thorough protocols are in place for daily cleaning and 
disinfecting of school and campus buildings and buses, as well as more 
frequent cleaning of high-touch surfaces and frequently used areas such 
as restrooms.  Staff have been trained and provided the necessary PPE to 
perform the cleaning and disinfecting tasks safely.

Detection: Procedures are in place to detect COVID-19 cases among students, staff, and visitors, 
including education on symptoms, requiring those who are sick to stay home, isolation of 
symptomatic individuals, and closing school buildings to contain potential outbreaks.

Quarantine, Isolation and Notification Procedures: This is one area the Tennessee Department 
of Health put out usable guidance, with a 10 day isolation period for confirmed cases, protocols for 
notification of individuals exposed in school to someone with COVID-19, and 14-day quarantines 
of those who have been exposed. Robust plans need to exist for continuity of instruction through 
substitutes or other instruction when teachers or professors must quarantine or when in-person 
instruction must be closed.  

Educator and Family Involvement: Procedures are in place to ensure educators and families have 
a voice in how the return to in-person instruction occurs and how necessary protections function 
throughout the school year. Potential avenues for educator and family input include district- and 
building-level health and safety committees and, where possible, collaborative conferencing.

Monitoring: Health and safety protections are independently enforced through regular, 
unannounced building inspections by local health authorities and a widely publicized hotline to 
report violations. Whistleblowers must be protected against any and all retaliation or adverse actions.  

Enforcement: Clear policies are established for how protective measures will be enforced 
consistently, ensuring that discipline of students or staff is uniform.  

COVID testing: There is enough local testing capacity for widely available screening with rapid 
turnaround for results to ensure contact tracing will be effective.  

THREE.  Plans for continuous learning: 
Continuous learning plans are understood and achievable (whether 
in-person or virtual) and address racial and social equity in the provision of 
instruction and support services.  

The plan includes training for educators, families and students on the 
processes and protocols in the event a COVID-19 outbreak necessitates 
returning, in whole or in part, to virtual instruction. 

Educators are involved at each step of the planning process for any 
form of virtual teaching and learning, including adjusting the curriculum 
and methods of instruction.

The plan for continuous learning addresses device access for every student, high-speed internet 
access for every student and educator, and accommodates gaps in such services.

The state will 
furnish all PPE and 
sanitizers.
After TEA made the demand, the 
state has $80 miilion for cleaning 
and safety supplies for every 
classroom. 

The state has 
funding for 
technology.
After TEA made the demand, 
the state has $70 miilion for 
technology. With so many 
students without connectivity, 
this is just the first step of many 
for tech funding. 
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