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Good morning Chairman Sonney, Chairman Longietti and distinguished members of the 

House Education Committee. My name is Dr. Jay Burkhart, Superintendent of the Southwestern 

School District, President Elect of the Pennsylvania Association of School Administrators 

(PASA) and former Governing Board Member of the American Association of School 

Administrators (AASA).  I am here today representing PASA, whose members include school 

district superintendents, assistant superintendents, executive directors and other public-school 

system leaders from across Pennsylvania.  I appreciate the opportunity to provide comments 

regarding how Pa’s school entities are educating their students during the COVID-19 

pandemic,how we can ensure  education goals are being met, and how we can improve Pa’s 

education system today and beyond. 

 

 The 2020-2021 school year has been a tremendous challenge for all Pennsylvania 

schools.  From the onset of the academic year, schools had to implement new learning models 

that differed greatly from traditional in-person learning, with the knowledge that some learning 

models may have to suddenly change due to the spread of COVID-19.  Depending on the status 

of community spread, districts began the school year in one of three learning model options: 

full remote, hybrid or full in-person.  It was not unusual to observe some districts using a fully 

in-person model for the elementary grade students and either a hybrid or remote model for 

secondary students.  To prepare for the school year, school leaders and staff had to 

meticulously plan for the following: 
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• developing a Health and Safety Plan as designated by PDE 

• updating the Continuity of Education Plan 

• preparing for athletic and extra-curricular programs to begin in accordance with the 

Health and Safety Plan adopted by the School Board 

• determining how to transport students to school in a consistent manner  using 

appropriate social distancing and mask wearing guidelines 

• determining how to can manage social distancing in school buildings when a full in-

person or remote learning model was used 

• communicating with parents as to how the transportation system and school schedule 

would operate, including possible changes to the learning model based on COVID-19 

cases in the schools and/or community 

• identifying content areas for students who have experienced a significant lapse in 

academic growth due to the spring shutdown and designing methods to bring those 

students up to a level where they can continue to progress at a rate  as they would have 

experienced in a normal school year 

• planning for budgetary, managerial, and staffing impacts such as expanded cleaning 

protocols, the purchasing of additional supplies and equipment, training students and 

staff on new hygiene practices, and the proper assignment of staff who may be 

medically compromised 

• developing social distancing strategies for school cafeterias, gymnasiums, media 

centers and auditoriums, limiting the movement of students throughout the day, and if 

possible,  reducing class sizes 

• training staff to quickly pivot to a different learning model 

• imposing limitations and/or prohibitions on field trips and educational trips 

• establishing Limitations on spectators at athletic competitions, music performances and 

other student activities 

• limiting volunteers in the school buildings 

• planning for and delivering meals to our community to assist with the concerns around 

food insecurity 
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• identifying supports for student mental health concerns 

• continuing to share updates with our community regarding the ongoing changes in 

schools from the ongoing pandemic 

• transitioning Board meetings to a virtual format  

• finding solutions to ongoing substitute shortages 

• working with state and local government officials to try and secure vaccines for our 

staff 

• ordering and receiving technology equipment to permit the transition to remote learning  

for which many schools were ill-prepared 

• working with families to bridge limited to no access to internet services to receive 

instruction  

• modifying morning entry and afternoon dismissal of students 

• developing protocols to monitor the health status of students and staff 

• preparing for extended absences of students and staff if infected with COVID-19 

• developing criteria to determine when the district, a school or a classroom should be 

closed due to a COVID-19 outbreak 

 

As the current year unfolded, many districts that began with full in-person or hybrid 

learning models experienced disruptions due to COVID-19 outbreaks among students and 

staff, causing temporary closures of school buildings, and in some cases, entire districts.  Many 

of the closures were caused by inadequate numbers of staff available to report to work due to 

suffering from COVID-19 or quarantining due to exposure to a COVID-19 person.  These 

temporary closures required districts to pivot to remote learning for short periods of time, 

requiring students and staff to adjust to a different learning model quickly.  It has not been an 

ideal situation for stability in the learning process for our students. 

 

It is also important to mention that some school districts have been in a remote learning 

model since March 2020.  Many of these school districts are large urban and suburban districts 

where the virus transmission rate has been high since the onset of the pandemic, and they have 

not been able to create a safe physical environment for the students to return to school.  We are 
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now approaching the one-year mark for some students who have been in a remote learning 

model, which has many negative learning consequences. 

 

Despite these challenges, schools have worked diligently to provide the highest quality 

instruction possible via the learning models available to them.  During the summer of 2020, 

school district purchased new technology and technology services for students and staff.  

Significant and targeted professional development was provided to school staff to prepare for a 

variety of learning models that may be used in the new year.  Teachers, principals and learning 

support staff entered the 2020-21 year much better prepared to teach students in the new 

learning models being used by their district.  

  

Educators have become much more adept at using virtual learning platforms to teach their 

students and provide ongoing support to them in the learning process over the internet. As the 

school year has progressed, teachers have become more skilled in this instructional delivery 

method.  We have seen teachers become more and more proficient in this instructional model 

and, as a result, our students have had growth.  Additionally, teachers working in a hybrid or 

full in-person model have learned to navigate the many nuances of required social distancing 

and mask-wearing while conducting instruction throughout the school day.  Although these 

mitigation strategies are cumbersome, teachers have found a way to make the learning process 

work for their students. 

 

In all, teachers and learning support staff have done a heroic job in delivering instruction to 

their students to meet the academic standards established by the state.  They have pursued their 

instruction with the same rigor as they did during normal circumstances and have expected the 

same level of commitment  from their students.  Our superintendents, principals, teachers and 

learning support staff members clearly understand that this  cannot be a lost year of instruction 

for Pennsylvania’s children and have worked diligently to deliver quality lessons to students. 

 

As we move forward to into the spring and look to the future of education next year and 

beyond, it will be critical to plan for ongoing disruptions to our education system.  The 

pandemic caught us all off-guard.  No one could have imagined last March that we would still 
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be dealing with so many issues related to COVID-19.  If we do get back to some sense of 

normalcy with the start of the 2021-2022 school year, we  still will have to be equipped to flex 

quickly into remote or other alternative learning environments on a moment’s notice as other 

pandemics or social emergencies can, and most likely will, arise suddenly. 

 

It is imperative that every family with school-aged children have robust internet access to 

support on-line learning when needed.  This must become a basic resource for all students to 

receive a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE).  In addition, each school-aged 

student must be provided with an adequate electronic device to use in a remote learning 

situation.  This needs to be as common in our schools as issuing textbooks. 

 

We must focus more time, resources, and effort into ongoing professional development for 

our educators.  The pandemic has shown us that schools need to be flexible and nimble in their 

ability to reach students in a variety of learning options and do so in an effective manner.  Our 

educators must be provided the highest quality professional development opportunities on a 

consistent basis to be sure they have the skills and knowledge needed to deliver instruction in a 

variety of educational formats. 

 

To accomplish the above, we must provide adequate and equitable financial resources to 

our schools.  The federal government has allocated stimulus funds through  two historic bills to 

assist our schools with COVID-19 related expenses.  A third stimulus may soon be on the way.  

Schools that did reopen with some form  of in-person learning would not have been able to do 

so without these funds.  Many people simply do not understand the increased expenses that 

districts have incurred because of COVID-19 and that one-time stimulus dollars, no matter how 

large, will not offset ongoing mandated expenses. 

 

Eventually, these dollars will be spent, and schools will once again rely on the normal 

funding sources from the federal and state government, along with local taxpayer dollars.  

Pennsylvania’s public school funding system must be addressed to increase funds in an 

equitable and adequate manner if our schools are to succeed in appropriately educating all our 

children as we move forward into the future.   
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The inequity of our state education funding system can no longer be overlooked.  The 

pandemic has shed a glaring spotlight on the disparity between the educational programs 

and resources available in school districts.  While some districts were quickly able to pivot 

to online learning, other districts simply did not have the technology or finances to teach 

all their students remotely.  It is unconscionable that such disparity exists in our state.  Our 

children deserve better and we need a plan going forward to adequately finance our public 

school system. 

 

I appreciate the opportunity to share this information with the committee.  PASA looks 

forward to working with the General Assembly to improve and advance the education of 

our students. 

 

 

  

 


