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December 11, 2020 
 
Newton Public Schools Community: 
 
The COVID-19 activity level in our area not only remains at “high risk”, but case numbers continue to increase 
following the Thanksgiving break.  When school districts around Sussex County made the decision to move to 
fully remote instruction just before the holiday, some thought it best to make that for a two week period and then 
revisit it.  Newton and others decided prior to Thanksgiving that we would move to fully remote instruction 
through mid-January and reevaluate then.  We left ourselves open to changing our minds if the data took an 
unexpected turn for the good.   

That has not happened: in fact, the numbers continue to get worse.  I wanted to share some of the key datapoints 
we are using to monitor the health environment in our community. 

1. COVID Activity Level Index (CALI) in the Northwest Region 

The CALI Score is the measure with which we have become most familiar across the state.  It takes three 
datapoints (case rate per 100,000; covid-like illness percentage; and percent positive) and averages them 
together to create a single number between 1 and 4 represented by a color.  As we can see, our northwest 
region has moved steadily from green/low risk, to yellow/moderate risk, to orange/high risk.  Where we 
will be in the future is unclear, but the trend is not good in the midst of this holiday season. 

 
2. COVID Daily Average Case Rate in the Northwest Region 

Looking more deeply into the three elements of the CALI Score, the most important number in our view is 
the case rate -- the daily new COVID cases per 100,000 people.  This shows the extent to which the virus is 
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spreading to new individuals, and it continues to increase dramatically.  As we can see, the average daily 
case rate has gone up week by week from yellow/moderate in mid-October to red/high risk by 
mid-November and shows no signs of letting up.  The colors reflect the risk levels, with red/very high risk 
associated with a case rate of more than 25. 

 

3. COVID Daily Average Case Rate in Sussex County 

The regional case rate takes into account data from four counties (Sussex, Warren, Morris, and Passaic), 
two of which have larger populations than ours.  It is presumed that the larger counties exert more 
influence over the risk numbers than does Sussex.  By converting the county data to a “case rate per 
100,000 people”, it allows for an apples to apples comparison.  Sussex County’s population according to 
the 2020 Census is 140,027. 

The case rate in Sussex County should not give us any comfort.  As we can see over the most recent 
several weeks, the case rate per 100,000 people continues to surge here and tracks comparably to the 
regional case rate.  The county average daily case rate is more than double the minimum “red/very high 
risk” level.  

 
 



 

4. COVID Daily Average Case Rate in the Town of Newton 

We can also track the data at the municipal level to see how COVID is impacting our town.  The average 
daily number of cases in Newton for the most recent week is 4.3 per day.  We calculated a case rate per 
100,000 just like in the county and region using the census population of 8,190.  The town experienced a 
steep reduction in that rate for a week in November just before Thanksgiving.  Unfortunately, the two 
weeks afterward have moved us back close to the county and regional rates.  Again, the town case rate is 
twice as high as the “red/very high risk” minimum rate. 

 

5. Numbers of COVID Cases in the Newton Public Schools 

A significant consequence of moving into the regional “orange/high risk” level is that the Department of 
Health recommendations for schools changed significantly.  Rather than isolating, contact tracing, and 
quarantining just based on positive cases, we would need to do the same now for any “suspected” cases. 
The definition of a suspected case is someone who presents with COVID-like symptoms, such as cough, 
runny nose, headache, or sore throat.  Schools would have to send home anyone who has these symptoms 

 
 



to quarantine pending a negative test or alternate diagnosis, and also every close contact of that person. 
Doing so would lead quickly to an inability to run our in-person and hybrid instructional programs. 

The chart below shows the number of positive cases in the Newton Public Schools since the beginning of 
September.  This represents just the individual positives and not the dozens of close contacts who needed 
to quarantine.  Positive cases affected three of our fall high school athletic teams.  It is also important to 
remember that November’s numbers reflect only through Friday the 20th, before we moved to fully 
remote instruction. 

 
In related news, Governor Murphy announced this week that there are 18 new in-school outbreaks and 103 new 
positive cases among students, teachers, and school staff in nine counties. Two other counties reported 
additional cases related to previous school outbreaks.   

One true narrative is that in-school transmission is lower than expected, and schools have done an excellent job 
in following their health and safety protocols to make that happen.  It is also true that community spread of 
COVID-19 comes into the school anyway.  The recent steep increase in cases and the expected holiday surge have 
created a testing-contact tracing-quarantining dynamic that is taxing the capacity of our health system and is 
incompatible with large scale, hybrid/in-person instruction. 

Given the current data, we will continue to operate our program using fully remote instruction at least 
into January.  We will monitor the new statistics each week and keep you informed of any significant changes. 

Sincerely, 

 
Dr. G. Kennedy Greene 
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