
  

 

 

 

 

 

August 7, 2020 

   

The Honorable Kate Brown  

Governor of Oregon  

State Capitol  

Salem, OR 97310  

  

Dear Governor Brown, 

As you continue to work toward a path to safely reopen Oregon, I wanted to share the strong 

concerns I’ve heard regarding the rapidly shifting guidance for private schools, along with 

metrics for public schools that fail to adequately reflect the realities on the ground in our frontier 

communities. I encourage you to ensure that Oregon’s guidelines for school reopening address 

these concerns and provide educators, administrators, and families with the clear, science-based 

and localized guidance they deserve.  

Unfortunately, the current guidance and metrics outlined for Oregon schools fall short of this 

goal. Metrics such as test positivity rate, which can be affected by the number of tests given, 

could disadvantage rural populations where fewer tests are likely to be given.1 Similarly, 

students in communities such as Jordan Valley that are far removed from county population 

centers are negatively impacted despite limited interaction with other parts of a county.2  

Private schools throughout the state have also expressed concerns that the broad guidance 

doesn’t reflect the realities of their predominantly smaller-sized student populations. They have 

invested time and money on plans to safely reopen only to have the rules and requirements 

change a few weeks later. This makes it challenging for them to meet the commitments they 

have made to serve the needs of their teachers, students, and parents. 

One-size-fits-all, urban-focused approaches will have significant downsides for rural and other 

schools that could otherwise open safely. Schools are important pillars of their communities, 

playing roles for children that extend well beyond just education. Keeping schools closed will 

harm children’s social, emotional, and physical health, as well as academic achievement. As an 

example, when schools closed in March, there was a 70% reduction in incidences of domestic 

abuse being reported.3  

Extended school closures will lead to significant losses of material learned. The effects of 

summer breaks from in-person schooling, or the “summer slide,” are well documented, with 

students who have completed third grade losing 20 percent of their gains in reading and 27 

 
1 https://public.tableau.com/profile/oregon.health.authority.covid.19#!/vizhome/OregonCOVID-

19TestingandOutcomesbyCounty/OregonsCOVID-19TestingandOutcomesbyCounty  
2 https://www.argusobserver.com/news/ultra-remote-schools-upset-with-new-oregon-guidance/article_749a921c-

d350-11ea-920e-773ab86b128c.html 
3https://www.opb.org/news/article/child-abuse-reports-drop-70-in-one-month-leaving-oregon-officials-concerned/  
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https://www.opb.org/news/article/child-abuse-reports-drop-70-in-one-month-leaving-oregon-officials-concerned/


percent of their gains in math over the summer months. The loss of several months of schooling 

during the regular school year in addition to weeks of summer vacation makes this deficit even 

more severe.4 

When schools are closed, distance learning can be a challenge. While we all continue to work 

toward our shared goal of expanded access to broadband, there are still areas that lack 

connectivity sufficient for effective distance learning. Following the closure of schools this 

spring, schools in my district resorted to using paper packets because there was no other 

available teaching resource. This only increases the learning gap between children in rural and 

urban areas. Many districts reported that their students did not complete their work. If they are 

forced to continue distance learning in the fall, they worry about how they will be able to hold 

their students academically accountable this year. One school district reported in a home visit 

that parents of low-income students, who have had to fill in as de facto teachers, struggled to 

navigate distance learning. Many parents resolved to discontinue their children’s schoolwork for 

the year. This only widens the gap for underserved and at-risk students in our communities. 

These examples make clear the value of creating a path to safely reopen schools and are among 

the reasons the CDC has recommended opening schools this fall. Medical research suggests that 

children are not the primary transmitters of COVID-19.5 International studies show that when 

proper precautions are followed, including frequent handwashing, wearing a mask, and social 

distancing, COVID-19 is not readily spread in schools when community transmission is low.6 

Children are at lower risk for contracting COVID-19 and there are few reports of young children 

being the primary source of COVID-19 transmission within a family. Following CDC guidance, 

we can begin to reopen schools safely. The CDC’s guidance focuses on transmission rates in the 

local communities in which students, teachers and staff live. A localized, tailored approach 

allows the CDC’s guidance to be best adapted to the needs of the community.7     

I know we share the goal of ensuring our children get the best and safest education they can 

during these unprecedented times. I urge you to reconsider how current guidance and metrics 

impacts rural Oregon. School districts, teachers, parents, and children throughout my district are 

looking for that clear and localized guidance. Providing better-fitting metrics will allow schools 

to meet the needs of their students, based on the current local public health situation to improve 

students’ educational experience this fall. 

Sincerely,  

  

  

 

Greg Walden  

Oregon’s 2nd District  

U.S. Representative   

 
4 https://www.nwea.org/content/uploads/2020/05/Collaborative-Brief_Covid19-Slide-APR20.pdf 
5 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/prepare-safe-return.html 
6 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/schools-reopening-coronavirus/2020/07/10/865fb3e6-c122-
11ea-8908-68a2b9eae9e0_story.html 
7 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/prepare-safe-return.html 
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