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March 26, 2020 

To Parents and Guardians: 

Greetings everyone. I want to take some time to share my thoughts following the governor’s decision to 
close school. There are a litany of issues that will have to be resolved before June 30. From the 
continuation of learning, to graduation, daycare administration, to grades, etc.; there are obviously 
numerous matters to consider and to settle. The following are some of my current thoughts on these 
vexing issues.  

In my virtual meetings from the state level to those conversations with my superintendent colleagues, 
Continuation of Learning must be a point of emphasis from now through the end of the school year. 
Continuation of Learning will entail a focus on standards coverage and relative proficiency of the 
standards. Specifically, teachers need to ensure that academic standards yet to be presented to 
students are presented, and that evaluation of students’ understanding of the standards is conducted 
(without a traditional grading process). This is important and shall be underscored because we want to 
ensure that students are prepared for higher level standards and requisite academic knowledge and 
skills as they return to school in the fall. Currently, school-based administrators and faculty members are 
developing instructional plans for students to carry out this vision of Continuity of Learning.  

With regard to grading since the onset of COVID-19, VDOE has discouraged traditional grading on 
student assignments since the closure of schools. However, there must be some evaluation of student 
academic progress to determine eligibility for graduation and promotion.  At this time, there are three 
options under consideration: 1. Students may elect to leave grades as they are. 2. Give students an 
opportunity to improve grades if they desire. If a student chooses the former, they suffer the 
consequences. 3. Give students in credit bearing courses a chance to take a P or F, with no effect on the 
GPA.   

School-based administrators and central office senior staff have had numerous conversations and 
meetings on the subject of technology. Up until yesterday, we decided not to deploy Chromebooks to 
students due to our survey results, which indicated that a significant number of our student households 
lack access to high speed internet.  Some have inquired about accessing WIFI services from our buildings 
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by allowing students and/or parents to park in the parking lot. The main reason why this has not been 
permitted thus far is because the students who mostly need the services in question, do not have means 
of transportation to the schools, without the support of the school buses. Lack of transportation is 
among the reasons why we have used buses to transport meals throughout the county.  The students 
with transportation mostly also have high speed internet at home. Any student who does have high 
speed internet and does not have a device, will be loaned a device in keeping with our technology 
school message, which was sent out yesterday. Our teachers are aware of the internet access challenges 
in the district because we have discussed these issues with them; therefore, teachers have distributed 
paper copies of instructional materials to students, even to Walmart for pick up (we would have done 
more, but we had to abruptly close as per the state). Our teachers and staff are doing the best they can, 
provided the circumstances.  

On the subject of senior-level (12 graders) ceremonies and commencement exercises, we remain 
committed to offering these events in a public forum. For example, we are considering holding prom 
and graduation in July.  However, these plans are subject to directives and mandates from the state as 
well. 

Now, I recognize there are many details that must be filled-in; therein lies the continued work for us all. 
A select administrative team will meet virtually on Monday at 10:00 a.m. to begin to further discuss 
these and other issues.  

Finally, there are no known cases of confirmed COVID-19 in Essex or Tappahannock. We continue to 
closely monitor these developments and will inform our community if there are changes in this regard.  

Be safe, be careful, but do not be afraid!! 

Remember, we are Essex Strong! 

Dr. Harry R. Thomas III 
Division Superintendent, Essex County Public Schools 
 

 


