
Knox County Education Coalition recommendations for operating Knox County 
Schools during the covid-19 pandemic

An open letter to the
 Knox County Schools’ Superintendent, 

Knox County Board of Education, 
Knox County Mayor and County Commission, 

Knox County Health Department,
City of Knoxville Mayor and City Council, and 
Town of Farragut Board of Mayor & Aldermen

The covid-19 pandemic has brought into focus how essential our public schools are to our 
children, our families, and the economy of our community. While governments provide many 
important services, none is more important than supporting the growth of our children and 
grandchildren into healthy, productive citizens. Public schools are essential to the economic 
and social strength of our county.

While the School Board has responsibility for operation of the public schools, the pandemic is 
a community problem and the School Board does not have adequate resources to operate 
the schools without extraordinary support from all parts of government. 

The Knox County Education Coalition believes that as plans are made for the opening of the 
2020-2021 school year, the physical, emotional, and mental health of students and staff 
should be a top priority. We understand that additional personnel and materials will be neces-
sary and call upon Knox County to provide the Resources KCS needs to insure a safe and 
successful school year

The physical and emotional well-being of students and staff should be the top priority. The 
American Academy of Pediatrics correctly observes that, “The impacts of lost instructional 
time and social emotional development on children and adolescents should be anticipated, 
and schools will need to be prepared to adjust curricula and instructional practices according-
ly without the expectation that all lost academic progress can be caught up. Plans to make up 
for lost academic progress because of school closures and distress associated with the pan-
demic should be balanced by a recognition of the likely continued distress of educators and 
students that will persist when schools reopen. If the academic expectations are unrealistic, 
school will likely become a source of further distress for students (and educators) at a time 
when they need additional support. It is also critical to maintain a balanced curriculum with 
continued physical education and other learning experiences rather than an exclusive em-
phasis on core subject areas.” 

In that spirit, the Coalition presents the following recommendations on how schools should be 
operated during the 2020-2021 school year.  

! All students, teachers, and staff should wear face coverings or masks on buses and 
inside buildings, except in situations expressly approved by the Knox County’s Senior 
Director and Public Health Officer.  



! KCS must provide sufficient personal protective equipment (PPE) for staff and stu-
dents. The schools must provide plentiful cleaning solutions, disinfectant wipes and 
hand cleaning supplies for classrooms. Neither teachers nor parents should be asked 
to provide these essential supplies.

! Health checks, including temperatures, should be performed daily for all students and 
all staff before entering school buildings.

! KCS should use school security staff and/or hire personnel to perform health checks. 
Neither instructional staff, school nurses, counselors, nor social workers should be giv-
en these tasks as they will already have more than enough responsibilities.

! KCS  should assure that there is one full-time nurse in every school, at least 1 full-time 
nurse per 750 students in larger schools.

! KCS should provide at least one social worker in every school,  and one school coun-
selor for every 250 students. 

! KCS must accommodate all employees who cannot work on site for health reasons so 
that they continue to be employed without penalty.

! KCS should allow faculty and other staff to participate in meetings remotely rather than 
in person at their discretion.

! KCS employees should not be expected to use earned sick days as a result of COVID-
19 whether it is due to employee quarantine or sickness. 

! The school calendar and daily schedule should be flexible to allow schools to meet 
changing needs during the pandemic.

! KCS must assure that all communications to families and staff will be sent in a timely 
manner and will be available in all languages spoken by Knox County students and 
families.

! There should be no yearly standardized tests, no portfolios, and no formal evaluations 
in the 2020-21 school year. 

! In the event that schools have to be closed or be opened on reduced hours, Knox 
County, and the Cities of Knoxville and Farragut should take responsibility for assuring 
that every school child whose parents have to work outside the home has a safe place 
to stay during normal school hours. KCS is far too underfunded to assume this respon-
sibility without significantly increased funding.

! In the event that the district, specific schools or individual students find it necessary to 
continue their education remotely, Knox County must provide access to high quality 
internet service at no cost to the family or a safe and convenient place from which to 
engage with their teachers. KCS must be fully transparent about exactly where ade-
quate internet access is not available and what alternative arrangement has been 
made. 

! KCS  must make clear whether classroom teachers will be responsible for online in-
struction of students assigned to them who cannot or do not attend school in person 



due to the pandemic. KCS must make realistic plans for who is responsible for their 
instruction, assuring that sufficient staff are assigned to both in-person and remote in-
struction. 

! KCS must inform every parent of a child with disabilities that the school district is oblig-
ed to fully implement the child’s IEP, including providing any and all services and sup-
ports provided for in the IEP—even if the child is distance learning.

! Whenever it is acceptable to the parents, KCS should continue the practice of holding 
virtual IEP meetings through Zoom or conference calls to ensure safe and effective 
school and parent participation when considering the individual needs of students with 
disabilities in our district. 

! KCS must provide supports for ELL students and families that speak languages other 
than English at home to ensure their ability to understand changes in the educational 
process and participate fully in distance learning.

! Integrating 1:1 devices into K-12 classes effectively is a complex process; it will take 
years and much experience to learn how to use these devices most effectively. Espe-
cially the first year, adequate time must be built into the calendar for learning to use 
these tools in the educational setting. 

! To assure that the district learns from from the experience of using 1:1 devices in and 
out of the classroom, KCS should establish a permanent review committee made up of 
teachers, parents, and students devoted to working on training, shared experiences, 
and practical advice which will support the most effective and efficient use of our 1:1 
devices in the educational setting.  Meetings should be open to the public and should 
welcome students, parents and teachers to share their experiences. 

The pandemic and the resulting recession have caused a perfect storm. KCS has been un-
derfunded for many years. This winter KCS staff identified the need to increase funding by 
$44 million to begin tackling unmet needs. Instead, the pandemic recession has reduced 
available funds by $4 to $10 million at the same time that KCS needs an additional $10 to $30 
million just to meet pandemic related costs for its 60,000 students. 

Putting children back in schools without adequate resources will almost certainly make the 
current outbreak of covid-19 explode even faster—leading to loss of life and unprecedented 
damage to the local economy. 

The costs of not operating public schools are extreme. With school out of session, thousands 
of parents would be forced to stay home with the children—further depressing the economy. 
Families that can’t safely leave their children at home, unattended will lose their jobs, then 
their homes. 

This is an all-hands-on-deck moment. Unless significant help is provided by local govern-
ments, KCS will be forced to attempt remote learning.  Remote learning is most effective for 
children of families who have high-speed internet in the home and a parent who can stay 
home to supervise the children’s education. For other children remote learning will be less ef-
fective. For some children remote learning will not work at all. 



The Knox County Education Coalition calls on the leaders of Knox County, the City of 
Knoxville and the Town of Farragut to provide all the resources KCS needs to get all KCS 
students back in school. The future of all Knox County is at stake. Failure to rise to the occa-
sion will lead to extensive loss of lives, education loss for tens of thousands of children, and 
vast loss to the local economy. Now is the time for courageous leadership.

Signed, 

The Knox County Education Coalition KCEC

Students,Parents,Educators,Across Knoxville (SPEAK)
Advocates for Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
Knox Chapter of the NAACP
Stop School PushOut (KSPO)
Knox County Educators Association (KCEA)
Kindred Futures
Latino Students Success Coalition (LSSC)
Allies of Knoxville Immigrate Neighbors (AKIN)


