
September 25, 2020 
 
To our city leaders and our community: 
 
As educators, we love our students, our school, and our community. Like all             
Americans, we are heartbroken by the tragedy and disruption wrought by the            
COVID-19 pandemic. We want nothing more than to return to our schools and to              
teach our children in person in the ways we did before March. 
 
However, we know that is not possible. Based on the best advice of medical and               
public health experts, we recognize that any in-person learning that happens this            
year will need to take place with strict constraints. Leaders in the city’s             
Department of Education have promised to create systems that will allow for safe             
and practicable in-person learning. As we grapple with a second delay to            
in-person learning, we lack confidence that the city’s leaders can create those            
systems this semester. As a result, we urge city leadership to have the city remain               
in full remote learning this semester, while truly building workable and safe            
systems for a return to in-person school. 
 
Until it is safe to return to school buildings, we will fully devote ourselves to               
teaching and caring for our students remotely. Since March, we have learned how             
to use Google Classroom, Zoom, and dozens of other online applications. We            
have invited guest speakers to our online classrooms. We have conducted           
small-group discussions using Zoom breakout rooms. We have assigned and          
graded countless essays via Google Docs. We have shared art projects in virtual             
galleries. We have created virtual commencement ceremonies and celebrations.  
 
We will continue to do all we can for our students. But we cannot in good                
conscience support the continued push for in-person learning this fall. 
 
Most importantly, it is unsafe for children and families. Within the school, we             
are most distressed by the city’s plans for student lunch. Public health experts             
understand that COVID-19 is most frequently transmitted through microscopic         
aerosols. When people exhale, they release droplets of moisture, and these           
aerosols can remain suspended in air and travel throughout a room for up to three               
hours without adequate ventilation. A face covering is crucial in slowing the spread             
of COVID-19 because it catches most of those droplets so they do not circulate              
through a room. This is why wearing a face covering at all times indoors is so                
crucial. However, the Department of Education currently dictates that lunch be           
eaten in the same classroom where students spend the rest of their day. For a full                
thirty minutes, students are expected to take off their masks, remain silent and             
facing forward, and eat lunch. During this lunch period, teachers are expected to             
facilitate instruction for students while standing in the back of the room. This plan              
is impractical and overly risky. As students share classroom air for half an hour              
and longer, infected students will inevitably transmit the virus to others in their             
rooms. 



 
This is to say nothing of the prolonged exposure that students may experience as              
they take public transportation to and from school, nor the challenges that our             
understaffed custodians face in conducting daily disinfection. 
 
Additionally, our schools do not have enough teachers to fully staff both            
blended and remote learning classes. Our administrators in charge of          
programming have worked tirelessly for months, repeatedly asking for additional          
staff, and constantly adjusting to changes in guidance from the Department of            
Education. With the city facing a fiscal crisis, new staff cannot be provided. Under              
the guidance of the current administration, our city’s teachers and administrators           
are forced to spend their working hours attempting to solve impossible problems.            
Students in need of special education or English language learner services are            
especially unlikely to get the education they are legally mandated to receive. 
 
Here in Washington Heights, we still hear echoes of sirens from the spring, when              
ambulance after ambulance rushed our community’s most vulnerable members to          
New York Presbyterian Hospital. Many of our students fell sick, were hospitalized,            
or lost beloved family members to this pandemic. Our school community cannot            
bear another wave of tragedy, and we will not accept city leaders who recklessly              
put our community back in harm’s way. 
 
Therefore, we urge the Department of Education to conduct fully remote           
instruction until we have a truly safe and feasible plan to return children to school               
buildings. We urge the mayor and chancellor to listen to Councilman Mark            
Treyger, Public Advocate Jumaane Williams, and others who call for remote           
learning along with a measured, phased-in return to in-person learning. And we            
ask our community to call on city leaders to do what is safest and best for our                 
city’s children and most vulnerable citizens. 
 
Sincerely, 
The teachers and staff of the Salome Ureña de Henriquez campus 
UFT Members at City College Academy of the Arts (M293) and Salome Ureña 
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