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July 23, 2020  

 

Dear Essex School Family:  

 

On Monday, July 20, the Essex County Public School Board approved a recommendation of a 100% 

virtual start to the 2020 school year. As you might recall, we initially recommended a three-week 

rotating schedule which included in-person, virtual and hybrid instructional days for our students. The 

decision to change our plans and offer exclusive virtual instruction was extremely difficult, given the 

demands on our families to arrange childcare. However, our faculty, staff and select families, voiced 

great concern about in-person instruction due to health concerns related to COVID. In our surveys, over 

70% of our faculty and staff reported greatly concerned to moderately concerned about in-person 

instruction. Another 30% of our families shared a desire to keep their students at home for complete 

online instruction. Consistent with these concerns, COVID cases are on the rise nationally, state-wide 

and regionally. Further, the Essex Health Department has reported more than 70 COVID cases across the 

county.  

 

School Operating Schedules  

The School Board’s vote on Monday enables the school division to submit a phase III, school reopening 

plan to the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE). Our plan, the Essex Schools Return to Learn Plan, 

has been submitted to VDOE for approval and authorization to reopen our school facilities. We 

furthermore requested a delayed opening (August 24) to ensure that teachers are provided quality 

training in the most effective means of online instruction. Starting school in this manner will also allow 

us to make certain that all appropriate safety precautions are in place for our teachers’ arrival, and for 

later, when we ultimately open our school doors for in-person student instruction. As we approach the 

end of the first marking period, we will revisit our initial plans to operate in-person instruction for our 

students.  This careful review will entail analysis of the COVID case data, and will include communication 

with our staff and families.  
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Regional Academic Programs  

Many of our students participate in regional academic programs and we will support their attendance in 

such programs from the outset of the 2020-2021 school year. Our students participate in the 

Chesapeake Bay Governor’s School, the Northern Neck Technical Center and new for this year, the 

JROTC program with King and Queen County Schools. To ensure that our students make continuous 

progress in these programs, Essex County Public Schools will allow our students to follow the 

attendance schedules designed by our regional partners. Additionally, we aim to provide transportation 

of our students to these regional programs. However, in the event families elect to participate in any of 

the regional programs in a virtual capacity, accommodations will also be made.  If desired, we encourage 

our parents to contact our high school administration to make the necessary arrangements for virtual 

instruction for whatever regional program is in question.   

In closing, I realize there are many challenges we must face as a school division. However, please also 

know that we will meet and overcome any obstacle, which stands in the way of our children receiving a 

first-rate education. Essex School children are the best, our faculty and staff are the best, and many will 

see and bear witness to the fact that Essex County Public Schools will become the best school division in 

the region. Please join me in this journey of excellence!! 

Respectfully,  

 

Dr. Harry R. Thomas III 

Essex County Public Schools, Superintendent  


