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Dec. 17, 2020

Dear Superintendents and School Leaders,

As we head into the winter break, there are two pressing and unresolved ques�ons on school reopening
that I would like to call your a�en�on to:

1. What does it mean for a school to be “open” in accordance with the July 17 reopening
framework?

2. What is the process to obtain authoriza�on from the local public health officer for a reopened
school to expand phased reopening while the county is in Tier 1 (purple)?

The California Department of Public Health (CDPH) addressed the ques�on of what it means for a school
to be “open” in an update on Oct. 20, poin�ng to its Aug. 3 FAQ:

The school reopening framework set the rules for when “[s]chools and school districts may reopen for in-
person instruc�on.” The term “open” or “reopen,” as used in the framework, refers to opera�ons that are
permi�ed only if the county sa�sfies the eligibility requirements for schools to “open” or “reopen” (i.e.,
red �er for 14+ days). This is in contrast to ac�vi�es permi�ed under the Cohor�ng Guidance even for
schools that are not permi�ed to reopen under the July 17 school reopening framework. Schools that
were opera�ng only in the manner permi�ed under the Cohor�ng Guidance are therefore not “open”
under the July 17 framework (emphasis added). For example, a school serving 10 students for in-person
instruc�on under the cohor�ng guidance is not “open” for in-person instruc�on, since such opera�ons are
permi�ed regardless of the school reopening framework.

The County of San Diego has offered a local standard that appears to be inconsistent with the posi�on
taken by CDPH:

The litmus test we’re using is that if a school is providing in-person instruc�on for a por�on of its student
body, and that instruc�on is provided by a cer�fied teacher and based on a formal curriculum, its in-
person instruc�on. The school can con�nue to expand its in-person instruc�on via its phased reopening
plan.

The San Diego County Office of Educa�on (SDCOE) has made clear that the lack of consistency between
CDPH and the county puts superintendents and school boards in the difficult posi�on of considering both
answers and weighing their implica�ons, while a�emp�ng to chart a course forward for their schools. The
county is aware that their posi�on is in dispute and has advised us that they are a�emp�ng to clarify the
standard on reopening with CDPH.
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On con�nuing the implementa�on of phased reopening while in Tier 1 (purple), CDPH included the
following in the Aug. 3 FAQ:

If a school was implemen�ng a phased re-opening (e.g., only opened grades 9-10 for in-person instruc�on
with set plans to phase in grades 11 and 12) while the county was in the Red Tier, the school site may
con�nue their phase re-opening when the county reverts back to the Purple Tier, if authorized by Local
Health Officer (emphasis added). This is only applicable to individual school sites. If a district has a phased
reopening of their schools, the schools in that district that did not open for in person instruc�on may not
re-open un�l the county is back in the Red Tier for 2 weeks.

SDCOE has asked the County of San Diego to describe the process for school leaders to use to obtain this
authoriza�on and to describe how such requests would be evaluated.

Given the lack of clarity on these ques�ons, school leaders should proceed with cau�on when evalua�ng
the reopening status of their schools and making plans to expand. SDCOE’s posi�on is that:

In the absence of further guidance from CDPH, the county’s standard for what it means to be
“open” is hard to reconcile with what CDPH has described. Whether CDPH says more or not, we
are accountable to the standard set by the state.
School leaders planning to expand the phased reopening of their schools while the county is in the
purple �er should work closely with their legal counsel to ensure that they are properly authorized
to proceed as planned.

We are con�nuing our a�empts to clarify these ques�ons and will update you as new informa�on
becomes available.

School Employee Tes�ng Site Update
The County of San Diego has informed SDCOE that, due to tes�ng needs across the region, it will need to
repurpose the school employee-only tes�ng sites at the Del Mar Fairgrounds and in El Cajon to make
them available to the community. They have not iden�fied a date for the switch but expect it will be
soon.

We remain grateful for the support of the San Diego County Board of Supervisors, which has allocated
CARES Act funding to support tes�ng school employees for COVID-19. As you know, CDPH recommends
school districts and schools test all staff members over two months, where 25% of staff members are
tested every two weeks, or 50% every month to rotate tes�ng of all employees over �me.

Thank you for your con�nued efforts to support San Diego County’s children during these uncertain
�mes. Please don't hesitate to get in touch if I can be of assistance.

Sincerely,
Paul

Dr. Paul Gothold
San Diego County Superintendent of Schools
email: paul.gothold@sdcoe.net
phone: 858-295-6641

San Diego County Office of Educa�on
858-292-3500

www.sdcoe.net

Get up-to-the-minute informa�on about what's happening at SDCOE and in our districts
across the county.
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