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President’s Message

CHANGE &
TRANSITION
Pat Hugley-Green
GSBA President and Chair of
Muscogee County Board of Education
Ms. Hugley-Green is the current Board Chair.
She has served in leadership as the Chair
of the Audit, Finance, Property & Personnel
Committee, and as a member of the Superintendent Search Committee. She has served
on the GSBA Governmental Operations Committee (GOC), the Awards Committee, the
NSBA Advocacy Institute and as a Delegate
for Muscogee County.

Fall is upon us, along with cooler
weather, and the warm autumn hues.
Sports have picked up momentum and
has given us some sense of normalcy.
Our students are in school through
various mediums from virtual, paper
packets to in-person learning. This fall
is a stark contrast from what we have
experienced these past 6 months. As a
state and country, we have learned how
to cope and function despite a virus
that has swept over us and changed
life as we know it. As it has been stated,
“change is the only thing constant in this
world,” and this has not been truer now
than it ever has been.
Change is constant, but as governance
teams, you have figured out how to meet
the needs of your students and communities as best as possible given the
circumstances.
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The positive stories and the innovative
ideas are endless.
Going back to school has taken on a
new meaning, and we have seen how
we as people, together have adapted.
While it is not perfect and we continue
to adjust to the ever-changing issues we
are facing as a society, we have done so
with the grit and determination to serve
students and make a difference in our
communities.
Many critical elections lie ahead.
Change is yet again looming. Ensure that
you do your part and cast your vote so
that your voice is heard. Here in Georgia
we have one of the most important
elections in our history. Public education needs strong leadership support to
endure these tumultuous times.

We are also entering flu season on
top of battling COVID-19. Your COVID
guidelines, requirements and policies
will help hold you through but ensure
there is constant review of these rules in
order to stay as safe as possible.
The education community should be
proud of what has been accomplished
thus far. Know that it has not gone unnoticed, stay encouraged, stay resilient
and no matter what lies ahead, you will
find a way. Public education is a thankless job, but the rewards are priceless.
Each and every one of you are needed
more than ever. The unique experience
you have gained during these last several months is invaluable.
It will all continue to change and transition. Thank you for staying in the game
to serve students. 

Executive Director

Coping with
Stress, Fear
and Worry
I know you already know this, but I am
going to say it anyway; we are living during a frightening time. We’re in the midst
of a worldwide pandemic, with many
places at least partially shut down, as you
have struggled to reopen schools safely.
You made your plans amidst circumstances where the coronavirus infection
rates were either uncertain or not where
you wanted them to be. You made them
despite not knowing what may come next,
wondering if and when it will end.
As school board members working along
with your superintendents in all of this
uncertainty you have had to do the hard
work of trying to manage the fears and
anxieties of your school communities;
students and their families, teachers and
staff. In most instances you have had to
do that without knowing the answers to
many questions that impact yours and
their work. Questions like how will we
keep students, teachers and staff safe, how
will we manage the unexpected costs
brought on by COVID-19, how will we
continue to educate every child equitably,
or, as many of you wondered, how do you
address the diverse concerns and pleas of
your parent communities?
Despite the massive upheaval going on,
you did what you have done time and
time again in your role as a school board
member; you made the tough decisions,
the impossible decisions. You made those
decisions in the face of so many things
outside of your control, including how
long the pandemic lasts, or how other people behave. Based on conversations I have
had with many of you, that’s what’s been

Valarie Wilson,
GSBA Executive Director
the toughest thing to accept. Making tough
decisions is a part of the job, making
decisions that have potentially life ending
outcomes takes your leadership role to a
different level. Playing the scenarios out in
your head that might happen as a result of
your decisions can potentially lead to feeling drained, anxious and overwhelmed.
Your GSBA President, Patricia “Pat”
Hugley-Green, has shared with many of
you the need for us to practice self-care
mentally and emotionally as impossible
demands are being placed on you. She
has called on you all to check on each
other and to lift each other up. I join Pat
in encouraging you all to take care of
yourselves, especially when you feel
yourself getting caught up in fear of what
might happen, try to shift your focus to
things you can control. For example, you
can’t control how severe the coronavirus
outbreak is in your city or town, but you
can take steps to reduce the risk to those
you are charged to serve. As I mentioned
earlier, many of you have taken those
steps, following guidelines set forth by
multiple agencies and organizations. You
have sorted through sometimes conflicting guidelines and moved forward with
educating your students AND keeping
them as safe as possible. So, I want to
encourage you to take care of your own
body and spirit too.

I encourage you to seek tried-and-true
stress management strategies such as eating healthy meals, getting plenty of sleep
and meditating (for me that’s praying).
Beyond that, I hope you are being kind
to yourself. You have had to make some
impossibly tough decisions about school
operations that have been critiqued by
many, and you may be experiencing
depression or anxiety as a result. Unfortunately, you are not alone in this struggle;
but you must believe you are doing your
very best. I also encourage you to take
time to do things that take you out of your
worry such as reading a book, take a
walk with family and friends, make a new
recipe….just do something that takes your
mind out of the worry. My best weapon
for stress and anxiety is working out, so I
suggest you find ways to either begin exercising or to kick it up a notch. Exercise
also does wonders to manage our moods.
All of these suggestions about self-care
help us to be better for the difficult work
that lies ahead of us.
You may be asking why I am writing
about this in this magazine, and I hope
you have been able to read in my words
my deep affection and concern for you all.
Amid all the stories of people fighting over
wearing face masks or people protesting
online learning or face-to-face learning, it’s
important to take a breath and remember
that we’re all in this together. I love this
quote circulating in Italy, it reminds us:
“We’re standing far apart now so we can
embrace each other later.” At GSBA, we
want to remind you to take care of yourself as you continue to follow guidelines
for preventing the spread of the virus,
care for the students, teachers and staff in
your system, be that steady calming influence in your community, and most importantly be kind to others and yourself.
We are here at GSBA to support you
through the easy AND difficult times; we
are here to serve you! Please let us know
how we can help. Until I am able to see
you again, TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF!! 

GSBA Agenda
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BACK TO SCHOOL
DURING A PANDEMIC

HOW GEORGIA SCHOOLS ARE MEETING THE
CHALLENGES OF UNPRECEDENTED TIMES
By Scotty Brewington, Contributing Writer, MarketJet, LLC

W

hen Georgia’s schools shut
down in March, districts,
communities and families
were left scrambling. Gaps in education
and socio-economic inequities – such as
access to high-speed internet and reliance on school lunches – were suddenly
brought to light.

We have
made major
improvements
since the Spring.
We implemented
a new learning
system and now
it’s more like a
college campus.
Students go
online to access
their classes
electronically.”

– Dr. Curtis Jones, Bibb County

CiSmith Photo Credit
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This increased visibility has shifted the
priorities of many school districts across
the state and school boards, administration and teachers have answered
the call. Now that students are back
in school – whether in-person, virtual
or a combination of both – there is no
question that school looks different than
it did in the spring.
Over the past six months, how has education in Georgia changed?
Getting Innovative in Bibb County
In Bibb County Schools located in
Macon, Georgia, the district’s 23,000
students returned to school the Tuesday
after Labor Day, all virtual. After the first
eight-week grading period, the district
will reevaluate and make a decision
when to return to face-to-face instruction.

Jessica Sawyer, a teacher, at Vineville
Academy of the Arts works with students
on the first day of virtual instruction.

Featured

Union Elementary School teacher,
Sherrod Rockmore, goes over expectations
with students on the first day of virtual
instruction for Bibb County Schools.

So far, says Bibb County School Superintendent Dr. Curtis Jones, things are
going well.
The start of school was delayed from
August 10, giving the district time to
issue devices to students who needed
them and providing teachers with almost an extra month to pre-plan and get
used to the new learning platform. Some
13,000 devices were issued before the
first day of school and over 800 hotspots
were distributed to first through eighth
grade students without reliable internet
at home. (Most high school students
received hot spots in March.)
Additionally, 25 school buses were
equipped with Wi-Fi and positioned
around the county for additional access.
“We have made major improvements
since the spring. We implemented a
new learning system and now it’s more
like a college campus.
Students go online to access their classes electronically,” said Jones. “This will
change the way teachers teach. Now,
students can watch the lecture at home
and teachers can use classroom time to
implement more individual instruction.”
continued 
GSBA Agenda
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Though Bibb County’s students are
currently virtual, most of the county’s
teachers have been in the classroom
since August, setting up classrooms and
practicing with the new technology.

“We also now have a process in place
for students to request meals so that we
can have them prepared,” said Jones.
“Every student in the county can get a
meal each day if they need it.”

“Teachers who were already good with
technology took off and ran with it,
and those who are not as savvy have
learned that this is the new norm,” said
Jones. “I have been proud of what I’ve
seen. They have really done amazing
work getting ready for the students.”

All of this planning took months, with
board members, school administrators
and teachers spending most of their
summer break preparing for fall.

Teachers with school-aged kids were
also offered the option to bring their
kids to school with them so that they
could learn virtually in the same building as their parents.
Last spring, the district’s transportation
and nutrition department joined forces
to deliver meals to students who relied
on them during the school year. Today,
the district is able to run its regular bus
routes, enabling kids to go to their bus
stop to pick up meals for the day.

“We literally had to plan for every
contingency,” said Bibb County School
Board President Daryl Morton.
“We had already surveyed parents and
knew that 50% would be opting for
virtual learning, so we knew it had to be
done as well as it could be.”
This required everyone in the community – students, parents and teachers – to
learn together, Morton said.
“This is a group effort. We have to have
teachers who feel they can teach and
students who feel they can learn the
best they can in these extreme circumstances,” said Morton.

Malisha Jones, a first-year teacher at Weaver Middle School, demonstrates a few of the links and
elements she set up for her students in Canvas on the first day of virtual instruction in the Bibb
County School District.

All smiles on the first day of school for this
Vineville Academy of the Arts student.

“We have to be ready to adapt on a
moment’s notice, which isn’t easy for
something as big as a school system.
There has to be good working relationships at all levels.”
Necessity, as they say, is often the
mother of invention. As a result, there
are some positive changes that have
come from the past six months that will
change education in Bibb County forever. For example, the district’s new virtual
capabilities could lead to more class
options for students.
“I think you will see options for students
to take some classes online and some
classes that are taught in-person at
other schools,” said Jones. “For example,
if there is one school in the district that
offers Latin and another that doesn’t, we
could offer that class to students at both
schools.”
Another huge benefit, Jones said, is that
teachers have increased their technology skill sets.
“Initially, some teachers were reluctant
to learn the technology, but now they
see the value,” said Jones.
continued 
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“I think it has shown our teachers that
they can do more than they thought
they could do. It has given them a new
sense of pride.”

Thomas Cote, a teacher at Heritage Elementary School, and student,
Cameron Cox, teaching virtually through their “mission control” center.

For Thomas Cote, a fifth-year teacher at
Heritage Elementary School and finalist
for Bibb County’s 2020 Teacher of the
Year, the use of technologies like Microsoft Teams and the Canvas learning
platform have allowed him to streamline
assignments and communicate with
parents in real-time.
“In my classroom, it looks like mission
control,” said Cote, who works with
around 60 students throughout the day.
“We are using every piece of technology.”
Every day, Cote says, he asks students
how they are doing and if their internet connection is working properly.
On the first day of virtual class, he
saw everything from students in their
pajamas eating breakfast to students of
working parents learning virtually from
childcare facilities.
All of this sudden change has been
made easier because this generation of
students has been using technology for
a long time and can quickly jump into
the new systems, Cote said. The technology also enables lessons to be recorded
so that they are available for students to
reference at any time. This is something
that can be used post-pandemic to keep
students who miss class from falling
behind on their work.
“Now there is no excuse that kids don’t
have access to the knowledge,” Cote
said. “They can go back and watch
those lessons that they missed and then
call me with questions and we can go
over it. We can still have that teacher-student moment.”

With the new learning platform,
students and parents can also send
teachers notes and questions in real-time. This provides parents with easy
access to teachers and ultimately helps
students become more self-reliant.
“I am optimistic that we are moving in a
good direction,” said Cote. “We should
be focusing on technology because this
is where students will ultimately find
jobs and this is a great way for them
to learn. Even when we go back faceto-face, we will still use technology to
communicate and post lessons.”
Staying Flexible in Tift County
When Tift County Schools closed its
doors on March 13, they were already
ahead of many school systems in that all
students K-12 already had a device.
“We had already made the transition to
1:1, so all of our students had access to
devices, which allowed us to behave a
little differently,” said Adam Hathaway,
Tift County School System Superintendent.

I am optimistic that
we are moving in a
good direction... We
should be focusing on
technology because
this is where students
will ultimately find jobs
and this is a great way
for them to learn.”
-Thomas Cote, Bibb County
CiSmith Photo Credit

continued on page 14 
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Continued from page 11

“I can’t say enough about how our
teachers and administrators took on the
challenge.”

I can’t say
enough about
how our
teachers and
administrators
took on the
challenge.”
- Adam Hathaway, Tift County

Though every student has a device, not
everyone has access to the internet,
Hathaway said, and broadband connectivity still remains a challenge in rural
areas of the district. The school system
has worked with local churches and
businesses to allow families to use their
Wi-Fi from their vehicles and it has even
opened up some school parking lots
and deployed hot spots throughout the
community to provide access to those
who do not have internet at home.
One silver lining of the move to virtual was that Tift was already a Google-based school system.
“A lot of teachers were already using
Google Classroom, but some had not
transitioned yet. COVID created an

Tift County Schools began the year on a hybrid schedule – half of students in
class two days, the other half the next two days with Fridays virtual for all –
students in Tift County are now back in the classroom five days a week.
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environment where everyone wanted
to and needed to speak that language,”
said Hathaway. “Our teachers really
answered that challenge. Those teachers who had a good grasp on it helped
others learn. It was a challenge – and it
still is – but they haven’t quit.”
The school system identified individuals comfortable with the technology
as “Google Masters” and tasked them
with helping others create content and
instruction.
“We have a group of teachers creating a
content platform for every grade level.
They are pouring content into the platform and have developed that from the
ground up,” said Hathaway. “I refer to
our employees as the Blue Devil Army.
They may grimace a little, but they have
attacked the day and continue to win
this war because of their positive outlook. They understand what’s at stake.”

Featured

Though they began the year on a hybrid
schedule – half of students in class two
days, the other half the next two days
with Fridays virtual for all – students in
Tift County are now back in the classroom five days a week. Around 30% of
the county’s 8,000 students system-wide
have opted for the virtual learning option, which has enabled schools to lower
classroom density and allow students to
better socially distance.
“Students are resilient and flexible. They
have been very adaptable – even more
so than some of us adults and teachers,”
said Jonathan Jones, chairman of the
Tift County Board of Education. Jones,
whose wife is a teacher in the school
system, is the father of triplets that
graduated last year. “Now we have seen
with clarity what the future will hold. In
March, we didn’t have a clear picture of
what the future would look like. It was a
challenging start to the school year, but
it has settled down in the last few weeks
and it’s getting smoother day by day,
week by week.”
For Robert Bullington, a fifth-grade
teacher at Len Lastinger Elementary,
instead of teaching math and reading
like he did before the pandemic, his
classroom is now self-contained, so he
teaches his students every subject.
Because some students have chosen
to remain virtual, he has around 18
students in the classroom in addition to
several others he teaches virtually.
“We have a content developer who takes
the content we teach in the classroom
and converts it to an online format that
students can use to learn on their own,”
said Bullington. “Though it is self-guided,
we are available to answer any questions and we ensure they are mastering
the content.”
Bullington said the hardest thing is keeping elementary-aged students socially

distanced in the building and reminding
them to wear masks when they can’t
keep a safe distance.
“We started off unsure and uneasy, but
now we see the plan and the light at the
end of the tunnel,” said Bullington. “The
kids are just glad to be back at school.
My daughter is in fifth grade here and
while we were out, she kept asking me
when we were going back to school. She
missed her teachers and her friends.
The general attitude of the students is
that they are grateful. They are glad to
be back at school.”
Despite all of the challenges of the past
six months, Hathaway remains optimistic.
An Out-of-the-Box Approach in
Walker County
Walker County Schools started back on
August 13, five days in-person with a virtual option. About 2,200 of the county’s
8,500 students are taking advantage of
the online option for the first semester.
Back in March when the county’s 15
schools shut down, Walker County immediately focused on continuing its food
distribution program.
From March 15 through the end of July,
the county’s food service employees
prepared over 430,000 meals to ensure
students were still being fed.
“Our lunchroom staff stayed on duty
and broke meals down into breakfast,
lunch and snacks and our buses took
them out,” said Walker County School
Board Chair Karen Stoker. “We also had
pick-up places where parents would
show their ID and pick up meals. One of
our coordinators and assistant principals named the program FeedEx.”
In addition to the food program, the
county also ensured students had
devices and that those without internet

Around 30% of Tift County’s 8,000 students
system-wide have opted for the virtual learning
option, which has enabled schools to lower
classroom density and allow students to better
socially distance.

connectivity at home were able to gain
access in the community or receive
paper packets.
“We have multiple places in the county
that don’t have internet, which is an issue, and we are not a 1:1 school district,
so we also had to make sure students
who needed them had devices,” said
Walker County Schools Superintendent
Damon Raines. “We also have a paper
and pencil version of some of our virtual
learning and we had to get those packets together and out to students, which
was another obstacle. Those were the
top three things we faced right off the
bat – plus, not knowing when we were
coming back. We had no idea we were
going to be closed for nine weeks.”
First, the county took a step back and
reassessed the need for devices across
the district, putting special education
students at the top of the list.
continued 
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Ultimately, SPLOST dollars were able to
be allocated to purchasing some devices, Raines said.

didn’t have all of this to worry about.
Now, you realize that out-of-the-box
thinking is not just OK but required.”

The county was also able to install a
number of hot spots on poles at several
schools so that students could access
Wi-Fi outside of the buildings and several school buses were equipped with
devices to provide connectivity for multiple devices within a 250-foot vicinity.

Amy Millican is no stranger to innovation and ingenuity. As the Community
Based Education (CBE) special educator
for students with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities at Lafayette Middle
School in Walker County, Millican has
five students physically in her class and
works with another five virtually. Some
students are in-person half-day, some
are in-person full-day and others are
full-day virtual students.

Teachers, principals, directors and
coordinators used the summer break
to brainstorm ideas, regularly meeting
virtually through Google Hangouts,
discussing what going back to school
would look like in the fall.
Now back at school, students receive
training on social distancing practices.
Though masks are not required, they
are strongly encouraged. Almost all staff
and some 80-85% of elementary school
students wear them daily. At the middle
and high school level, the percentage
of mask-wearers is closer to 50-60%,
Raines said.
In the high school, large common areas
have been roped-off to create “roundabouts” that force students to stay to the
right and limits the number of students
who can be close together. Social
distancing is enforced during transition
times between classes and an altered
bell schedule and alternating lunch
schedule reduces large groups congregating throughout the day.
One lasting advantage of the past six
months is that the school district now
has a solid digital learning plan in place.
“Whether students are quarantined because of COVID or have had their tonsils
taken out, they can go online and be
digital learners without ever missing a
beat or getting behind, which is wonderful,” said Stoker. “All of this has made us
aware of the fact that we have to continually think outside the box. Before, you

Millican runs three digital sessions
each day – two covering warm-ups and
English class and the third for math
drills. She reviews content out loud with
students and uses manipulatives both
at home and in class. Though it was
difficult in March to break-up the routine
and structure she had established with
her students, she was able to use a combination of Zoom, Google Meet, paper
packets, FaceTime phone calls and texts
to help students monitor their behavior
with a rubric they used in class prior to
the shutdown. She also provided behavior support, coaching and communication to parents so they could work with
students at home.
“My Google Classroom has been a very
valuable asset to me. I post lesson plans
daily so both parents and students can
understand. Then, as a school, we use
Planbook so that we’re all on the same
page,” said Millican. “My students are
utilizing the same lesson plan format as
students without disabilities.”
Parents of the students in Millican’s class
are provided a link through Google
Classroom – the same link she uses
everyday with her in-class and virtual
students.
She teaches English, math, science, life
skills and PE three days each week.
continued 
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We are definitely
doing things we
have never done
before, but
educators will do
whatever it takes
to take care of our
kids.”
- Damon Raines, Walker County

Featured
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“Collaboration with parents has actually
increased. Virtual students are right
there with them and we readily respond
to Google Classroom messages, phone
calls and texts. I am able to take care of
concerns quicker,” said Millican.
Millican, an 11-year teaching veteran,
says it is critical to remain adaptable
during these uncertain times.
“I have benchmarks I aim for along the
way because when dealing with the
unknown, you are introducing anxiety and fear,” said Millican. “I try to be
reassuring and positive and remind
my students of all the things we have
accomplished so far. If you shoot for the
moon, you land among the stars.”
Amy Millican, Community Based Education (CBE) special educator, works with Lafayette Middle

“It has been a process over time and it
brings a fresh light onto public education and all of the things we have to do,”
said Raines. “COVID was a huge roadblock that we had no control over, but
we saw it for the potential opportunities.
We told teachers – reach out at that
opportunity and take advantage of it.
We are definitely doing things we have
never done before, but educators will
do whatever it takes to take care of our
kids.”

Schools in Walker County physically in her classroom and virtually online.

many more videos and interactive resources to help us learn and collaborate
with students like we had in person,”
he said. “Each teacher has a page and if
you need to talk to them or ask for help,
they have times that they are available.
I am mostly watching recorded lessons,
but there is the opportunity to be live
with the teacher. We have a few live
sessions that are optional to review and
discuss various topics.”

What Do the Students Say?
For Aryan Nighojkar, a sophomore at
the Alliance Academy for Innovation in
Forsyth County, he had the choice to attend classes virtually or in-person with
a hybrid schedule. The minimal commitment to virtual was one semester with
the option to return to in-person classes
in January.

Nighojkar said that though there are
still plenty of opportunities to interact
and collaborate with students through
discussion boards and threads, he does
miss seeing his friends face-to-face.

Nighojkar chose the virtual option and
says that so far, the experience has been
much better than it was when schools
closed in March.

“I definitely miss my friends – going to
birthday parties, having lunch together,
seeing each other in the hallways. We
FaceTime each other, but it’s definitely a very different experience than
meeting in person,” he said. “Hopefully,
everything will be back to normal eventually.”

“Now, there is a new platform dedicated
to the virtual learning environment with

The biggest challenge, Nighojkar said, is
that some classes are only offered

online, while others are only offered
in-person.
“I know a lot of people who had their
four years of high school planned out
and all of that is on hold, so you are
forced to think in a different way,” he
said. “I wanted to take two classes not
offered virtually, so I had to restructure
what classes I am taking this semester.”
Nighojkar is still deciding if he will go
back in-person next semester. However,
whatever he decides, the efforts of his
teachers, he says, has not gone unnoticed.
“I feel like teachers are very knowledgeable about the technology. My only
concern is that – for this year, since a
lot of us are virtual – they tried to pair
students up with their schools. Teachers
have to teach their in-person classes,
but also have to keep up with virtual students and give them just as much of an
educational experience as the in-person
students,” he said. “It’s a double-duty for
them, but they are handling it well.”
continued 
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Now, there is
a new platform
dedicated to the
virtual learning
environment with
many more videos
and interactive
resources to
help us learn and
collaborate with
students like we
had in person.”

- Aryan Nighojkar, Forsyth County

Featured

For Laurel Bixler, a junior at Richmond
Hill High School in Bryan County,
students had the choice to go back
in-person full-time or attend virtually
beginning August 17. She chose to go
back in-person.
“For me, it was very challenging to learn
through a computer. I’m an athlete at
school and my mom is a teacher, so we
decided to do it together,” said Bixler,
who is on the varsity cheerleading
squad. Her mom is a math teacher at the
school.
At Bixler’s school, everyone is required
to wear a mask at all times and most
classes have seating charts so that if
someone gets sick, those with closest
contact can be quickly notified. Around
one third of the students at her school
chose the virtual option for the first
semester, so class sizes are smaller than
usual.
“Some of my friends only have ten students in their classes when they would
usually have 25-30 students,” said Bixler.
As a result of the new virtual platforms,
many more teachers have begun incorporating technology into their lesson
plans.
“Before Coronavirus, we were a 1:1
school, so everyone had their own

Chromebook, but now teachers
are forced to learn more about
the online platform, which helps
a lot. Now they use it all of the
time,” Bixler said. “After school,
my math teacher will have
Google Meets pulled up and she
offers virtual tutoring. She offers
two sessions. If you attend school
in-person, you can go to the
in-person or the virtual session.
Now there are more chances
to get tutoring to help fit your
schedule.”
Bixler says that overall, her
friends at school are happy to be
back in class and excited to see
each other, but the whole experience has made her appreciate
the little things.
“I think it makes high schoolers
very grateful for what they had
before the pandemic,” she said.
“The world has changed so
much. I can’t believe how much
something can go downhill so
fast. But the community has
worked together to figure out
ways to get everyone healthy.
Before this, I may have said, ‘I’m
too tired’ to do something or go
somewhere. Then this hit and I
thought, I should have taken that
opportunity.” 

I think it makes high schoolers
very grateful for what they had
before the pandemic.”
- Laurel Bixler, Bryan County
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Advocacy

HATS OFF TO YOU!
WE APPRECIATE OUR
GEORGIA PUBLIC
SCHOOLS!
On my first day at GSBA, I received a
phone call from a school board candidate. He had decided he did not want to
be on the school board, so what should
he do? The election was just over a
week away. He was the only candidate.
Why did he change his mind? “I don’t
have time for all that,” he told me. He
had attended a school board meeting
the previous night, his first time seeing
one, and was amazed at the variety
of topics and passionate arguments
of his fellow citizens. He watched for
three hours and decided he was done.
Imagine if he were on a school board
this year!
What a year all of you have had. If you
thought spring was bad, you’ve now
likely seen much, much worse. Teachers, parents, and sometimes students
have protested, left nasty notes on cars,
called, filled social media with their
frustrations and complaints and told anybody who would listen how you don’t
care about their lives, you don’t care
about their education, you don’t understand how difficult this is for them, etc.
Make any choice about how instruction

would be delivered as schools opened
for the fall, and it was going to be the
wrong decision according to some. You
have been in that position before but
never to the degree you faced this year.
Many of the decisions to be made
were administrative, but school board
members needed to know there was a
plan and how it would be implemented.
They too were getting questions, complaints, calls and emails. Some people
were adamant every decision was a
life or death one while others just saw
hysteria and overblown fears. Many media stories seemed to add to the chaos.
People screaming “you’re trying to kill
me” are much more attention-getting
than well-laid out plans. Little space
was given to the complexities of the
decisions being made. We seem to have
developed the attention span of a gnat,
so explanations would largely be lost
anyway.

Angela Palm,
GSBA Director of Policy
and Legislative Services

People were particularly critical of the
“late” decisions that were made and the
changing decisions.
continued 
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There seemed to be little recognition
that you too were dealing with those
same changing situations as you tried to
make decisions and were about as frustrated as they were. This was not the
time to make decisions on the fly and fix
it later if needed. How could you make
a decision when you were trying to get
the information needed for a plan?
If the number of cases changed drastically, would they not want you to make
a different choice?
Face to face vs. all virtual largely
depended on the local situation,
resources, and the guidance from the
CDC, Homeland Security, Department
of Public Health, the Department of
Education, the Governor’s office and
the local health district director. Most
of that group were trying to be helpful
but sometimes contradicted each other
or left some big questions unanswered.
Local control has never been so popular with those outside the school district
as answers often came down to “It’s up
to the superintendent or school board.”
On the other hand, thank goodness they
were all trying to work together.
Frequently when there is an issue within an organization, in this case a school
district, the answer to working through
much of the problem is better communication and/or training. Unfortunately,
this time we were/are dealing with a
lot of unknowns. Parents and teachers were frustrated because of all the
uncertainty. They did not know what to
prepare for, what they needed to do.
You were stuck with a lot of questions,
sometimes with few answers unless you
had a great crystal ball:
•

How many positive cases were in
your area?
continued on page 28 
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Continued from page 25

•

What was projected to happen?

•

Where were the cases located?

•

If the majority were in a local
prison, nursing home, or other
facility, how would that impact your
personnel and students?

•

Did you have enough personal
protection equipment (PPE) and
sanitation supplies?

•

What would required PPE consist
of? How would disagreements be
handled?

•

How many of your teachers and
substitutes fell into a high-risk
category?

•

How many had family members
in a high-risk category living with
them?

•

How many teachers were willing to
come into the school to teach face
to face?

•

Were the teachers prepared to
provide instruction virtually?

•

What about sports?

•

What would the messaging need
to look like if the numbers showed
a major outbreak, but it was all in a
facility of some type?

•

How would the reopening plan
and contingencies be
communicated?

28

GSBA Agenda

•

What were the challenges associated with each option for instruction?
How would you meet them? How
would you communicate them?

•

How do you convey all this to the
community? How do you make
peace with the fact that some will
not be satisfied and move on?

Governance teams have been through
a tsunami and are on stand by for whatever comes next while staying focused
on the task at hand. You are doing what
you always do – serving your community. Several years ago, a school board
member decided to finish the term of
office but run for a different office after
that. The person was frustrated that
school board members are rarely recognized at large gatherings like the other locally elected officials. Luckily, most
school board members do not run for
the attention – often they could do with
a lot less of it! You may be overlooked,
but you know where the buck stops
when there is trouble. School Board Appreciation Week is in March, but school
board members and superintendents
deserve a lot of recognition right now
as they lead their districts and support
their teachers and students. Hats off to
you all! 

School board
members and
superintendents
deserve a lot of
recognition right
now as they lead
their districts
and support their
teachers and
students.”
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GA School News

Q&A WITH STATE SCHOOL
SUPERINTENDENT
RICHARD WOODS ON
STATE TESTING IN 2020-21
What was your initial reasoning for
requesting a waiver of standardized testing requirements for the
current school year, and what was
your reaction when that waiver was
denied by the U.S. Department of
Education?
I felt at the time, and still feel, that preparing for and administering standardized tests is a poor use of time and
resources during a pandemic. Instructional time, this year, is more limited
than ever, and I do not believe cutting
into that time with testing is the moral
or reasonable thing to do.
I also feel the waiver request Georgia
submitted was measured and well
thought out, and as I’ve said, I was deeply disappointed to see it denied. I do not
feel that was a decision based on the
needs of students. With that said, we are
moving forward with our response, and
I am confident we can follow federal
law while removing the high-stakes
nature of the test.
How will Georgia reduce the highstakes impact of the test without a
waiver of federal testing requirements?
We’ve focused on removing student-level consequences of the test, believing
that no student should be penalized for
a situation they had no control over.
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At the October State Board of Education meeting, I recommended that the
current end of course grade weight of
20% be lowered to 0.01% (essentially
zero -- the weight can't be zero due to
state law). The board denied this recommendation and proposed a weight
of 10%; that recommendation is now
posted for public comment. Whether
you agree or disagree with my proposal
or the board's, I urge you to share your
feedback. The link for public comment
is posted on the GaDOE website.
What do you say to those who fear
this emphasis on rolling back highstakes testing means learning gaps
caused by the pandemic won’t be
detected?
I understand this concern, but I think
we need to shift our conversations
about this topic to reflect the fact that
standardized testing is not the only way
to measure learning. In fact, I’d say it’s
far from the most efficient way to measure learning and remediate gaps in real
time. Our teachers and schools know
how to work with students and gauge
learning loss. To make sure they have
the tools to do this, we’ve also provided
a formative, diagnostic assessment –
BEACON, which is aligned to Georgia
Milestones – to every school district at
no cost to them.

Richard Woods,
State School Superintendent

What’s next for testing in Georgia –
beyond the pandemic?
I have been focused since the beginning
of my time as State School Superintendent on rolling back high-stakes testing
and getting Georgia’s state testing
requirements in line with the federal
minimum. That became a reality this
spring, with the passage of Senate
Bill 367 – thanks to the partnership of
Governor Kemp and the Education
Committee chairs in the Georgia legislature, Senator Martin and Representative Jasperse. With testing in Georgia
aligned to the federal minimum, along
with changes made to reduce the length
of the Georgia Milestones assessment,
the next shift is looking at how we can
ensure testing is a genuine support for
teaching and learning – and, in some
cases, that may require advocating for a
change in federal law. We’ll have more
to announce on that front in the coming
weeks and months. 
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School Law

PREPARING
FOR A POST-COVID
EDUCATIONAL WORLD
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School Law

Phil Hartley,
GSBA General
Counsel, Harben,
Hartley & Hawkins,
LLC

Across the State, boards of education
and school administrators have been
focused on the beginning of a school
year that feels like a continuation of
the strange twilight-zone ending of last
year. Like parents, students and staff,
governance teams have been waiting
and waiting, trying to determine the
best of bad options and sometimes
changing their minds several times as
health recommendations and guidance
continually change. Even as this article

Like parents,
students and
staff, governance
teams have been
waiting and
waiting, trying
to determine
the best of bad
options and
sometimes
changing their
minds several
times as health
recommendations
and guidance
continually
change.”

is circulating and being read, no one
knows what the end of summer, the
beginning of school and an increase in
indoor activities and the cold and flu
weather will do to spread of the virus or
the best laid plans of school districts.
No matter what version of instruction
delivery a school district has chosen,
public education has been forced to
respond to opinionated and at times
hostile parents demanding the right to
individually chose whether their child
will stay home and receive instruction
via distance learning or virtual learning (not to be confused in some minds
with the right to come to the building to
participate in extracurricular activities).
Just as adamant are the demands of
other parents that the right to a public
education is not just about instruction
and curriculum but is about face-to-face
relationships with teachers and other
students and the ability to be instructed
within a school building.
Emboldened by the experience of last
Spring where all staff “worked” from
home and everyone was paid in full
and armed with new federal legislation
granting additional rights based on the
exigencies of the pandemic, many staff
members have argued that regardless
of the governance team’s decision,
they have a right to work from home
either because they are defined to be
at greater risk of harm from the virus,
they have family members at home at
greater medical risk, their children are
being taught virtually from home or just
because they are afraid that the school
district’s plans are not sufficiently safe.
Some of these staff arguments present
complicated and new issues of what it
means to be disabled under the Americans with Disabilities Act.
In this Presidential election year, some
of these arguments reflect communities
divided by partisan beliefs or views.

continued 
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Regardless, school districts have had to
respond to staff and parents contending
that they have a right to define their
work or learning environment.

So, if either option poses new challenges for school districts, in most districts
throughout the State, the decision has
been to try to run both simultaneously.

If staff demands have raised new legal
issues and challenges, students and
parents have raised their own concerns. While each school district has
its version of a face-to-face, virtual or
blended schedule, there is no school
district where some parents are not
concerned that the schedule of their
local district is the wrong one for their
children. Many districts have chosen to
recognize this reality and allow parents to choose whether their students
will come to the school building to be
educated or will stay home and receive
instruction virtually. Just as the administration of a school building, while
attempting to protect everyone from an
air-based, potentially deadly virus, is
extremely difficult, many districts have
found that running a school virtually for
students ages 3 or 4 through 21 has its
own nightmares.

In the early part of the last decade, the
General Assembly passed O.C.G.A. 20-2319.4 requiring all local school districts
by 2013-14 to provide for all students in
grades three through 12 at least three
opportunities to participate in virtual
programs. While the state- chartered
virtual school has provided one of those
options, and some school districts have
created their own part-time or full-time
virtual alternatives, many districts have
not been able to provide the variety of
choices that seemed to be the expectation of the General Assembly. In many
communities, the problem is not primarily the limitations of the educational
program, but the lack of internet access.
Choices that the State sought to provide
through legislation may have been
advanced by the pandemic.
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While school districts are focused on
the beginning of a school year that
they know will be like no other, public
education is clearly facing a crossroads
different from anything it has seen in its
150-year history. The governance teams
and school leadership of the present
day will build virtual and school-based
programs that provide parents diverse,
equitable and rigorous public choices
with the support that parents need to
make the choices that are educationally
best for their children. Or, those opportunities will be lost as school districts
attempt to revert to a comfortable,
pre-pandemic status quo leaving parents to discover the choices they seek
in the private sector or in curriculum
marketed to home-based study without
the necessary facilitation of well-trained
teachers. Whether parents are best capable of making those choices may not
be the issue, as once they have tasted
the option, it is not clear that it will be
easily surrendered.

School Law

If public education is at a crossroads
then the profession of teaching is standing at the same intersection.
Understanding that the debate in our
State over whether teachers are “essential workers” has other potential ramifications, the disheartening reality is
that the debate was taking place on that
linguistic battlefield. If teachers are not
the essence of essential in our democracy, then either “teacher” or “essential”
has totally lost its traditional meaning.
Teachers and governance teams must
unite in a renewed commitment to
public education. There will be those
who will argue that the lessons of the
past year prove that the parents must

be given total freedom to make choices
across the educational opportunities
available and that the public dollars to
be controlled by those parents should
“follow the child.”
It is up to the local leaders of public
education and the teachers in their
community to continue to display the
dedication to the children of the State
that has been shown during the pandemic struggle, but to build from that
struggle the structure that will compel
state and federal government, and most
of all the local community, to support
and fund it for the future. Such is the
destiny of the pandemic survivors. 

While school districts are focused on the beginning of a school year
that they know will be like no other, public education is clearly facing a
crossroads different from anything it has seen in its150-year history.”
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Editorial

WHY

v

MAKE YOUR VOICE HEARD!

By Bridgett Johnson, GSBA Communications Specialist

oting is our civic responsibility. Participating in elections is one of the key
freedoms of American life. Many people in countries around the world don’t
have the same freedom, nor did many Americans in centuries past. No matter
what you believe or whom you support, it is important to exercise your rights. In
order for government to be truly representative, we all must vote.
This country has changed so much in its young 244 years. It is rich in different
races, religions, cultures and beliefs. For the first time in history, we have representatives in our government who cross barriers of race, gender, class, sexual
orientation and more. When it comes to making decisions for such a demographically diverse group of citizens, it is important to have representatives that not only
listen but reflect the community.
While many of us couldn’t imagine living where a citizen’s voice is not allowed
to be heard; this country, built on strong democratic values, has neglected many
groups of people. Women did not secure their right to vote until 1920, and

Black people did not possess the right to vote until the Voting Rights Act was
passed in 1965. While we look to these historic moments as signs of progress,
there is still a lot of work to be done.
Voting is a privilege allowing individuals to have a say in governmental action.
Your vote determines the individuals who will shape and propose federal, state
and local policy. In fact, everything you do in society is determined by public
policy—career, finance, education and housing.
Most citizens believe that important decisions are only made at the federal level,
but there are equally, if not greater decisions, made in our own backyards.
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Millions of public dollars flow from
the federal government to state and
local bodies. So, if you are concerned
about good schools, crime prevention,
clean air and water, and decent public
transportation, you must vote for those
who you believe will represent your
interests. That means you need to
participate in elections for your city
councilperson, mayor, state senator,
state representative and governor.
You have the power to decide the
quality of life you want for yourself
and future generations. If you are
ever tempted to believe that your vote
doesn’t count, just remember all of the
things listed below are impacted by
voters’ choices.
•
Health care
•
Taxes
•
Racial inequality
•
Education
•
Immigration
•
Equal and Civil rights
Also, remember that ballots usually
include important referendums, propositions, or other measures related to
major issues at the state or local level.
From the safety of your street to the
quality of the air you breathe - voting
is an important way of having your
say on the issues you care about.
Increasing the number of people that
vote in each election means better
representation of the communities.
Despite all the challenges we face
in this society, and despite all of the
alarming current events invading our
media sources daily, the act of voting
still belongs to the people of this country. People have died defending this
right. Don’t take it for granted! Voting
is more than just electing a candidate.
Voting is selecting the right policies
and people who have your best interests in mind when making decisions
that will affect our community, state
and nation. 
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