
March 18, 2021 

Howard Zucker MD, JD 
Commissioner, New York Department of Health 
Corning Tower 
Empire State Plaza 
Albany, NY   12237 

Dear Dr. Zucker, 

As schools in states across the country are re-opening, we are writing to you today to request 
revisions to the New York State Department of Health position on requirements for in-person 
learning in relation to COVID-19. On behalf of the children in our communities, the 
Washington-Saratoga-Warren -Hamilton-Essex (WSWHE) Chief School Officers ask that you 
take the following information under careful consideration and urgently request updated guidance 
based on community conditions. 

Students are struggling and need to attend school on a daily basis for these reasons: 

● The number of students currently failing classes is of great concern. Districts report that it              
is not just the students who traditionally struggle who are failing, but also students who              
are typically in good standing. In some cases, the failure rate is five times higher than               
normal. This issue is not unique to our districts and has been well-documented            
nationally1.

● As is the case for students in general, many of our students are facing significant mental               
health challenges. Students are craving a return to a normal school environment2.

● Many remote students are not participating in their instruction, are isolated, and chronic            
absenteeism is a significant concern, particularly for those students who can least afford            
to miss school. Districts are concerned about the ability for these students to successfully             
integrate back into the school setting3.

● It is difficult and less effective to teach reading and writing skills to young students using               
remote instruction.

1 See, for example, 
https://www.the74million.org/article/analysis-schools-are-facing-a-surge-of-failing-grades-during-the-pandemic-an
d-traditional-approaches-like-credit-recovery-will-not-be-enough-to-manage-it/
2 See https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7472774/  
3 See https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/06/us/coronavirus-schools-attendance-absent.html. “Educators say that 
some students and their parents have dropped out of touch with schools completely — unavailable by phone, email 
or any other form of communication — as families struggle with the broader economic and health effects of the 
coronavirus outbreak.” 
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● Thanks to our county public health partners, most teachers and staff in the WSWHE             
region have had the opportunity to obtain the COVID-19 vaccine.

● Many students with music and art interests have become disinterested in school as the             
restrictions currently in place impose significant limits on the ability of school districts to             
offer these important learning opportunities.

● Many students have or will be taking a gap year prior to beginning college and these               
students may never begin further studies. It’s important to return to normalcy to ensure             
that students have the means to access post secondary education and other pathways.            
The long term fiscal impact to students who are not accessing post secondary education             
or pathways could be detrimental for many students.

● It is imperative for students to attend school to allow educators to determine and report              
physical and sexual abuse.

Allow districts to work with local county health departments to develop revised minimum             
requirements/protocols, in classrooms, in cafeterias, and for transportation, that would          
allow all students back to school on a daily basis. This would include use of facial                
coverings, physical distancing, and ventilation.  

● Recent research from Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center (BIDMC) indicates that          
a six foot social distancing minimum is not necessary. Specifically, the study states that             
“Lower physical setting distancing policies can be adopted in school settings with           
masking mandates without negatively impacting student or staff safety.”

● Allow local county health departments to reduce community COVID-19 precautions for          
schools, including pupil transportation, which would allow all students back to school on a             
daily basis. This could be based on the model used for high-risk sports i.e., 7-day rolling               
average percent positivity below 4%.

Please review data shared by four schools in the area (Ballston Spa, Queensbury, South Glens               
Falls and Warrensburg.)  Schools and COVID-19 Spread 

WSWHE schools are willing to do the following to achieve this goal: 

● Maintain physical distancing at three feet, with masks.
● Continue to emphasize the correct use of masks.
● Continue cleaning practices to maintain health facilities.
● Revert back to the six foot rule should the seven day rolling average go above 4%.
● Continue to provide appropriate PPE for all students and staff.
● Involve stakeholders in a decision making process.
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Thank you in advance for your consideration of these points as our communities and our children                
rely on your direction and clarity so our districts can determine the next best steps in defining                 
how we fully reopen our schools. 

Sincerely, 

John Goralski, Warrensburg CSD Mike Markwica, Johnsburg CSD 
Co-Chair WSWHE Chief School Officers Co-Chair WSWHE Chief School Officers 
Advocacy Sub-Committee Advocacy Sub-Committee

On behalf of the 31 Superintendent of Schools in the WSWHE BOCES region 

Michael Markwica, Johnsburg CSD 
Lynne Rutnik, Lake George CSD 
Bruce Potter, Mechanicville City SD 
Kyle McFarland, Minerva CSD 
Christian Fisher, Newcomb CSD 
Michele French, North Warren CSD 
Kyle Gannon, Queensbury UFSD 
David Glover, Salem CSD 
Michael Patton, Saratoga Springs City SD 
Ryan Sherman, Schuylerville CSD 
Kristine Orr, South Glens Falls CSD 
Patricia Morris, Stillwater CSD 
John Goralski, Warrensburg CSD 
Patrick Pomerville, Waterford-Halfmoon UFSD 
Patrick Dee, Whitehall CSD

Michael Healey, Argyle CSD 
Kenneth Slentz, Ballston Spa CSD 
Michael Graney, Bolton CSD 
Douglas Silvernell, Cambridge CSD 
Mark Stratton, Corinth CSD
Kevin Froats, Fort Ann CSD
Daniel Ward, Fort Edward UFSD 
Brita Donovan, Galway CSD
Paul Jenkins, Glens Falls City SD 
Brian George, Glens Falls Common 
Thomas McGurl, Granville CSD 
Mark Fish, Greenwich CSD
Beecher Baker, Hadley Luzerne CSD 
Andrew Cook, Hartford CSD
Jon Hunter, Interim, Hudson Falls CSD 
David Snide, Indian Lake CSD

cc: Dr. Betty A. Rosa, New York State Commissioner of Education 
James P. Dexter, District Superintendent of Schools, WSWHE BOCES 
Kathy Jo McIntyre, Washington County Public Health Services  
Cathy Medick, Saratoga County Public Health Services 
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Dr. Daniel Kuhles, Saratoga County Public Health Services 
Ginelle Jones, Warren County Public Health 
Erica Mahoney, Hamilton County Public Health 
Linda Beers, Essex County Health Department 
 
Members of the New York State Assembly 
Jake Ashby 
John McDonald  
Matthew Simpson 
Robert Smullen 
Mary Beth Walsh 
Carrie Woerner 
 
Members New York State Senate 
Daphne Jordan 
Dan Stec 
James Tedisco 
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