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January 8, 2021 
 
Newton Public Schools Community: 
 
We hope you are having a safe, healthy start to the new year.  This announcement is intended to provide an 
update on previous health-related communications sent on November 14, and December 11, 2020. 

Our aim is to continue to share the most current health data available.  The COVID-19 activity level in our region 
remains at “high risk/orange”, and the local case rates in Sussex County and the Town of Newton remain at “very 
high risk/red” (defined as more than 25.0 per 100,000 people). 

 

 

The Newton Public Schools continue to receive reports from county health officials confirming new positive 
cases among our students and staff.  As we can see below, there are already 9 positives involving Newton 
students and staff during the month of January so far. 
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Each state is also reporting its data to Covid Act Now https://covidactnow.org/, a nonprofit founded in March 2020 
in partnership with major national health centers at Georgetown, Stanford, and Harvard Universities.  The data 
is submitted by each state and can be drilled down to the county level to compare with other counties of your 
choice.  You can find Sussex County data at https://covidactnow.org/us/new_jersey-nj/county/sussex_county.   
 
As of this morning, the report states that our area is in “active or imminent outbreak”.  It reads, “Sussex 
County is either actively experiencing an outbreak or is at extreme risk.  COVID cases are exponentially growing 
and/or Sussex County’s COVID preparedness is significantly below international standards.” 
 
A key metric reported by Covid Act Now is the infection rate.  Today it reads, “On average, each person in Sussex 
County, New Jersey with COVID is infecting 1.11 other people.  As such, the total number of active cases in 
Sussex County, New Jersey is growing at an unsustainable rate.  If this trend continues, the hospital system 
may become overloaded.  Caution is warranted.”   
 
This is the fifth highest rate among the state’s 21 counties.  Our county department of health reported to us today 
that there is a recent spike in hospitalizations at Newton and Morristown Medical Centers, which has been 
confirmed by hospital administrators. 
 
Here are several relevant questions that have either come up or may in the near future: 
 

1. Are we going to resume hybrid/in-person instruction on Tuesday January 19? 
We have not yet made that decision yet. Though we want to resume those options as soon as possible, we 
remain committed to keeping our primary focus on the health and safety of our students and staff.   Our 
county and local case rates are still very high, and infections are growing at an unsustainable rate.  We 
hope that will change soon, and we all need to be prepared to pivot on short notice.  A formal 
announcement may not be made until the end of next week. 

 
2. What data will determine when we resume? 

As noted above, we continue to review health information from across the region, county, municipality, 
and even in our own schools in order to make that determination.   The intent is to gather as full a picture 
as possible of our local situation.  We know that transmission in schools has been very low, because we 
have strong health and safety protocols and follow them.  What is also true is that community spread 
affects school operations and may not allow us to resume all instructional options as soon as we would 
like. 

 
3. Is there any one metric or level which will cause us to move back to hybrid/in-person instruction? 

For example, does a particular case rate need to go below 25 per 100,000 people (the minimum level for 
very high risk/red) in order for us to resume coming into the school?  The answer is no.  We approach the 
situation holistically and do not want to be captive to any single datapoint to the exclusion of others.   
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4. Will we consider a school-based approach to resuming hybrid/in-person instruction? 

Yes.  The decision to move to fully remote instruction as a whole district in November was based on the 
community health situation, the approaching holiday season, and the issues facing us in terms of testing, 
contact tracing, and quarantining.  The individual school situations are also important.  Of the 15 
confirmed positive cases involving staff and students in December and January, 12 have involved 
individuals at Newton High School (the other three were at the preschool).  We will need to consider this 
as we determine how, when, and where best to resume all of our instructional approaches.   
 

5. How will we address “learning loss”? 
The term is misleading, as it discounts the incredible efforts being made by teachers, support staff, 
students, and parents during this unprecedented crisis.  We should not expect students to be where they 
would have been absent the pandemic -- what we have all experienced is real, and needs to be 
acknowledged as such.  We will continue to exercise our professional expertise in determining how and 
when to accelerate learning based on the needs of our students.  State legislators are considering 
additional funding for summer and other programming for the 2021-22 school year.   
 

We ask that everyone practice safe and healthy habits, so we can return our students to the full range of learning 
options chosen by their families as soon as possible.  You should expect another report from us next week. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Dr. G. Kennedy Greene 

 
 


