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August 7, 2020 

From:   Bryan Olkowski, Superintendent of Schools 
To:   Washington Central Unified Union School District 

Dear Families, Students, and Staff Members, 

As we move steadily closer to the reopening of school (still scheduled for September 8), I am happy to report 
that much progress is being made towards preparing our school buildings for students’ safe return, and 
finalizing our plans for what in-person, hybrid, and remote learning will look like.  There is a lot of ground to 
cover in this week’s update, so let’s get started: 

1. First, as your superintendent, I understand the anxiety, fear, and emotions you may be experiencing 
surrounding the reopening of school. All of us - students, staff, administrators, and families - are inundated 
daily with conflicting information about what’s best for our students and whether we can keep everyone 
safe when in-person learning resumes. Please be assured that the safety of our staff and students is my 
number one priority, and that countless hours are being spent making sure plans and protocols are in place 
to ensure that safety. 

2. We are in the process now of completing work on Isolation rooms in each of our schools for students who 
show or develop symptoms of COVID-19 during the school day. These rooms will have high rates of 
exhaust air, as in hospitals, and be sanitized daily to ensure students do not transmit the virus to others in 
the event they have become infected. 

3. Plexiglass is being installed in all high traffic areas across all schools and will be complete before the start 
of the school year. 

4. We are working to increase the amount of fresh air being circulated in the classrooms and throughout the 
school buildings. This work will be completed before students come back to school. As long as the 
weather is mild, everyone also will be encouraged to open the windows, as the more fresh air the better. 

5. School nurses have now been hired at all of our schools to assist with student care and assessment, 
education surrounding safe practices, and to communicate with families who may have questions about 
this still largely unknown disease. 

6. I continue to meet weekly with Education Secretary Dan French for the latest guidance and updates from 
the Agency of Education. Any and all information I receive from him is shared at our weekly Leadership 
Team meetings and with all building principals.  

7. We continue to wait for guidance and direction on our fall athletics programs and we will pass that 
information along to families and students as soon as that guidance becomes available.  

8. Staff will soon have access to our new Learning Management System - Canvas - (hopefully by next week) 
and will begin familiarizing themselves with its various uses and features. For those of you who are 
unfamiliar with the term, a Learning Management System (LMS) is a platform that is designed to support 
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teaching and learning and all practices related to curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Canvas will be 
especially helpful as an assessment and communication tool as we return to learning during this uncertain 
time. 

9. As mentioned in last week’s update, schools will start for students on Tuesday, September 8. The first day 
for teachers and paraeducators will be Monday, August 24, 2020. Teachers and paraeducators will engage 
in in-service the entire week in order to successfully prepare for the reopening of our schools. More 
details about the exact in-service schedule and school calendar will be forthcoming, which will include 
additional information about the remaining in-service days for the 2020-2021 school year pending School 
Board approval.   

10. Our back to school website, safelearning.u32.org is now live and viewable online. We’ll be updating the 
site regularly as new information becomes available or as changes need to be made to our existing plans. I 
encourage you to check the site on a regular basis and use the ‘contact us’ button if you have any 
questions and concerns.  Elizabeth Wirth, our new Covid-19 Coordinator will either have the answer at 
her fingertips, or she’ll know where to get it. 

11. As mentioned in last week’s update, the Board has set guidelines to help teachers and staff determine 
whether or not to request leave for the 2020-2021 school year.  You’ll find more information on this in the  
Q and A document attached to the end of this update.   

12. As of today, we are moving confidently in the direction of reopening all of our schools on September 8 as 
directed by Governor Scott and recommended by the VT AOE. That said, we understand the need to be 
flexible in our planning in order to be prepared to return to (full) remote learning should the virus data 
change or other concerns arise. As of now, however, the VT AOE and Department of Health are 
monitoring the situation on a daily basis and recommending that schools and districts remain on the path 
towards reopening. 

In closing, I’d like to share a couple of back-to-school resources with you. First, this link to information 
surrounding the COVID-19 situation here in Vermont: Vermont Covid Info;  and second, a press release from 
the VT chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics. You’ll find a complete reprint of the press release on 
page 3 of this update. 

As I do each week, I’d like to thank our staff, community, and everyone who is working so hard this summer 
to prepare for a safe and healthy return to school. As we get closer to our start date of September 8, please 
continue to check our website for updated information, and please submit any questions or concerns you may 
have about your child’s safety. 

Sincerely 

Bryan Olkowski 
WCUUSD - Superintendent of Schools 

Press Release from the VT chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics begins on next page. 
Q and A document concerning teacher leave begins on page 5 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: July 27, 2020

Contact Name: Stephanie Winters 
American Academy of Pediatrics Vermont Chapter 
802.249.7487 
swinters@vtmd.org 

American Academy of Pediatrics Vermont Chapter Calls on 
Schools To Prioritize In Person Attendance for Preschool Through 

Grade 5 and For Students With Special Needs 

MONTPELIER (July 27, 2020) – Schools in Vermont support the academic, social and 
developmental needs of children, help address food insecurity, and provide mental health 
services. Weighing the health risks of reopening schools in fall 2020 against the educational and 
developmental risks of limiting in-person instruction, school districts should prioritize full-
time, in person attendance for all students preschool through grade 5 and students  of all 
ages with special needs. 

On July 22, 2020, Vermont Health Commissioner Mark Levine stated, “In Vermont, this is the 
right time to open schools. We have achieved a stage of viral suppression that will allow us to 
open schools comfortably.” 

Vermont Pediatric Infectious Disease Physicians, Dr. Benjamin Lee and Dr. William Raszka, 
recently wrote that serious consideration should be given to strategies that allow schools to 
remain open, even during periods of COVID-19 spread. Data to support their conclusions 
include the following: 

1. children are less likely to become infected; 
2. children are less likely to develop severe disease; 
1. critically, children, particularly younger children, seem less likely to transmit the virus 

that causes COVID-19; and 
2. countries with low COVID-19 prevalence rates, similar to that seen in Vermont, have 

successfully opened schools without outbreaks of COVID-19. 

In multiple studies of transmission of COVID-19 within families, adults transmitted the disease to 
children in the family rather than children transmitting to adults. In most studies an adult was the 
index case more than 90% of the time, not the child. We are also reassured by the Vermont 
experience with childcare for essential workers throughout the pandemic and the reopening of 
childcare in June. 

Several school-based studies, particularly in young children, have not shown significant 
transmission of COVID-19 within schools. In France, Ireland, and Australia, infected elementary 
school children did not transmit the disease to other children or adults despite exposure to large 
numbers of students. 

Schools in many European countries with low rates of disease transmission resumed in-person 
learning this past spring using a variety of mitigation strategies. The data in those countries has been 
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reassuring: 

• Denmark did not see an uptick in cases or school outbreaks 
• Norway did not see an uptick in cases or school outbreaks 
• Holland did not see an uptick in cases or school outbreaks 
• Germany did not see an uptick in cases or significant school outbreaks. 
• A serology study in Germany after school re-opening demonstrated little to no 

transmission within a large school district 

The data all support the return to in-person learning in Vermont. Because Vermont has such a low 
COVID-19 prevalence rate, we can model our approach to school opening on the European 
experience. 

Schools provide more than just academics to children and adolescents. In addition to reading, 
writing and math, children learn social and emotional skills, get exercise and access to mental 
health support and other services that cannot be provided with online learning. For many families, 
school is where kids get healthy meals, access to the internet, and other vital services. 

While it will be impossible for schools to entirely eliminate the risk of COVID-19, young children 
in particular will be impacted by the absence of full-time, in-person learning and may suffer long-
term academic consequences if they fall behind as a result. Young children are still developing the 
skills to regulate their own behavior, emotions, and attention, and therefore struggle with distance 
learning. Remote or hybrid learning models are challenging for young children as they require 
additional supervisory settings. It is likely that children with working parent(s) will be in a 
separate childcare setting on "remote learning" days, which will create additional challenges as 
they navigate multiple changes to routine and environments. Young children are less likely to 
thrive in these circumstances. The data suggest that young children are most likely to benefit from 
in-person learning while at the same time least likely to develop severe COVID-19 or transmit the 
infection to anyone else. 

We urge school districts in Vermont to prioritize return to full-time, in-person learning for 
children preschool through grade 5 and for students with special needs. Young children are at 
great risk for long-term developmental injury with the loss of full-time, in-person instruction. 

##### 
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Teacher and Staff Return to Work and Paid Leave Q&A 

I am feeling anxious about returning to work, where can I get help? 

It is not uncommon for anxiety and stress levels to increase during the pandemic and spike 
when schools reopen and people are in contact with potential COVID carriers. If you have a 
chronic condition or suffer from anxiety, you are encouraged to talk to your healthcare 
provider. You are also encouraged to contact Invest EAP for free counseling services and 
other resources to help you through this pandemic. EAP provides all employees and their 
family members with confidential, short-term counseling, assessment, and resource and 
referral information on a variety of life and work issues. The contact information for Invest 
EAP is here www.investeap.org. 

What if I have more than one qualifying event under EPSL (e.g., I need to quarantine 
for 14 days, then later experience symptoms of COVID-19)? 

Paid leave under EPSL is a total of up to two weeks/80 hours combined for all qualifying 
events. However, employees may be eligible to access additional available paid leaves under 
their contract or CBA with acceptable medical certification. Unpaid leave may also be 
considered. 

If I choose to travel out of state to a location that requires me to quarantine for 14 days 
upon my return, can I access leave under EPSL during the quarantine period? 

The District prohibits employees from non-essential travel out of state to locations that 
require them to quarantine upon return (for work or personal reasons) unless the person has 
been approved in advance to work remotely during the quarantine period. If you are not 
scheduled to work remotely during the period of quarantine and need to travel for essential 
reasons, please contact your supervisor and Human Resources to access leave under EPSL 
upon your return from travel. Please refer to the ACCD Cross State Travel Information from 
the Vermont Agency of Commerce. 

Can I take leave under EFML intermittently if my child’s school or childcare 
provider closes for short periods of time throughout the 2020-21 school year? 

EFML can be used intermittently through 12/31/20. This means if your child’s school or 
childcare provider is closed temporarily (or only open for a partial day) as a result of the 
health pandemic, EFML can be accessed for the period of time in which the school or 
childcare provider is closed through 12/31/20. 

Once EFML and/or EPSL leaves are exhausted, can I access my available paid 
leaves under contract? 

Once available EFML and/or EPSL are exhausted, employees may access their available paid 
leaves under their contract in accordance with applicable criteria established by the contract/
CBA. Generally speaking: 

1. For reason 1 - 3 outlined under EPSL above, employees may be eligible to 
access their available vacation, personal, or floating holidays, or sick leave with 
acceptable medical certification. 

2. For reason 4 - 6 outlined under EPSL above, employees may be eligible to 
access their available vacation, personal, floating holidays or family leave with 
acceptable certification. Sick leave cannot be accessed for these reasons. 
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If I exhaust my available EFML and/or EPSL leaves and my available and appropriate 
paid leaves under contract and still need additional leave, what are my options? 

Depending on the circumstance, unpaid leave may be considered. Extended periods of 
unpaid leave may result in the loss of health and other insurances under the District’s group 
plan. In this event, employees will be offered the opportunity to continue their health 
insurance coverage at their own expense under COBRA for up to 18 months. 

Employees ordered to self-quarantine may also be eligible for unemployment insurance if the 
leave is unpaid. All determinations of eligibility for unemployment compensation are within the 
sole jurisdiction of the Vermont Department of Labor. 

If I access leave under EFML and/or EPSL, will this leave count against my annual 
12 weeks of FMLA leave should I have a different FMLA qualifying event? 

Any leave taken under EFML and/or EPSL shall be counted as FMLA leave for those who 
qualify. This means that if you use leave under EFML and/or EPSL, the leave you have 
available under FMLA during the same 12-month period will be reduced by the amount of 
leave taken if you have another qualifying event (e.g., birth/adoption of a child, serious health 
condition of yourself or a covered family member). 

What do I do if I come down with COVID-19 symptoms? 

You must not come to work if you are experiencing any of these symptoms: cough, fever, 
shortness of breath, chills, fatigue, muscle pain or body aches, headache, sore throat, loss 
of taste or smell, congestion or runny nose, nausea, vomiting or diarrhea. 

Please be sure to contact your healthcare provider, report your absences to your 
supervisor, and contact Human Resources to determine appropriate leave use and other 
requirements. Employees who are sick or disabled may utilize sick leave as provided 
under the contract. 
Medical certification shall be required for absences in excess of three consecutive days. 
You’ll also need to follow the VT Department of Health self-isolation requirements. 

What should I do if I come into close contact with someone who tested positive 
for COVID-19? 

Please be sure to follow the VT Department of Health Guidance, which requires self-
quarantine for 14 days, or self-quarantine for 7 days followed by a negative COVID-19 test 
result. Paid leave may be available under VPFL to cover the quarantine period. If you have 
exhausted your leave under VPFL, you may be able to access available and appropriate 
leaves under your contract. 

What if I come into close contact with someone who is diagnosed with COVID-19 at 
work and have to quarantine? Will I still be paid? 

If you come into close contact with someone who is diagnosed with COVID-19 during the 
performance of your work duties and you are required to quarantine, you may be assigned 
remote work duties during the period of quarantine. You will continue to be paid during this 
quarantine period whether or not remote work is available for you to complete. Any paid 
leave granted shall be applied against your available leave under VPFL, but will not count 
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against your leaves under your contract. 

What if I am approved for leave (paid or unpaid) and the District switches to 
remote instruction? Can I alter my leave request to work remotely? 

No, once you have been approved for leave, whether paid or unpaid, you must continue 
your leave through the approved duration regardless of the phase of instruction we are in. 

I was diagnosed with COVID-19 and believe I may have contracted it at work. 
What should I do? 

If you are diagnosed with COVID-19 and believe you contracted it at work, please report this 
to your supervisor so a First Report can be completed and submitted to our workers 
compensation carrier. The District and/or their insurance carrier will make reasonable efforts 
to conduct an investigation into the claim. These reasonable efforts may include: 

• Asking you questions about how you think your COVID-19 was contracted and why 
you think that. 

• Making inquiries about your work and non-work activities, and possible 
exposure, leading up to the diagnosis. 

• Investigating your work environment to determine whether COVID-19 exposure was 
possible. This might include considering whether other employees in the work area 
have tested positive, your job duties and exposure to the public, and whether the 
work areas are crowded and do not facilitate social distancing. 

I am a teacher and would like to continue to work remotely. Is this an option for me? 

Since student management is an essential function of teaching, continuing to work remotely is 
not a reasonable accommodation unless all students you serve are also learning remotely. 

Where can I find more information? 
VT Department of Health page on 
COVID-19 VT Agency of Education page 
on COVID-19 CDC page on COVID-19 
BC/BS COVID-19 resource page
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