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Schools across northern New Jersey have plans in place for all sorts of emergencies and
disasters, from active shooters to hurricanes.

But the new coronavirus from China has confounded school leaders, with some districts
prepping for online instruction in case an outbreak forces school closures, and others
awaiting guidance from counties or the state.

The fight to contain the fast-spreading disease has prompted nationwide school closures in
China, Japan and Mongolia. On Tuesday, an official from the federal Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention warned of the possibility of closures in the U.S., and urged parents to
ask schools about their plans for “tele-schooling.”

But it's unclear how New Jersey districts would handle remote lessons during a quarantine
period.

Coronavirus: If it hits New Jersey, here's what to expect in public confined spaces

Everything you need to know: Coronavirus: Complete coverage on its impact and New
Jersey's response

State regulations allow home or online instruction for students with temporary or chronic
health conditions, court orders or suspensions from school, but make no mention
of emergency closings. 

"The DOE is working to ensure that local schools follow their policies and guidelines on
providing home instruction to students, if needed,” said Mike Yaple, a spokesman for the
Department of Education.
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Schools are required to provide at least 180 days of instruction per year, no matter the
circumstances.

But already, there is confusion on how that might work.

Guidance posted last week on the state Health Department’s website advised authorities to
temporarily dismiss school for 14 days — the incubation period of coronavirus — if an
infected student or staff member attended school before being diagnosed. The guidelines
asked schools to determine how to convert face-to-face lessons into online lessons, cope with
technical issues if faced with limited IT support and staff, encourage adult supervision while
children are learning at home and deal with students’ potential lack of access to computers
and the internet.

However, those protocols have since been taken down and replaced with a note that the CDC
is developing guidelines for child care programs, K-12 schools, colleges and universities.

“We are currently working on providing additional and updated guidance to districts, and we
will continue to do so moving forward as needed,” Yaple said. "The DOE is working to ensure
that local schools follow their policies and guidelines on providing home instruction to
students, if needed."

The responses to a survey sent last week by NorthJersey.com and the USA TODAY
NETWORK New Jersey to school districts revealed gaps in preparedness. 

School officials in Little Ferry, Northern Highlands Regional School District, Haledon,
Manchester Regional High School, Little Falls and the Ramapo Indian Hills Regional High
School District said they had received no specific state guidance regarding home instruction
or quarantines or both. The same was true of Glen Ridge, Mendham, Parsippany-Troy Hills,
Denville, Madison and Mine Hill. 

Of the more than 115 districts that received the survey, only about 25 responded. East
Rutherford, Garfield and Hackensack directed all questions to the Bergen County
superintendent of schools. The county referred inquiries to the state.

One county official told NorthJersey.com that state officials were instructing districts not to
respond to the survey. Yaple, the spokesman for the state Education Department, said
discussing school district matters with the media is a local decision.

Some districts — Little Ferry, Glen Ridge, Wayne, Little Falls, Paterson, Northern Valley
Regional, Ramapo Indian Hills, Morris and Madison — are already discussing the possibility



of a quarantine.

Northern Valley and Ramapo Indian Hills officials say they are equipped to offer virtual
instruction to all their students via MacBook Air laptops and web services like Google
Classroom.

“We’ve fortunately had [the infrastructure] in place for many years and are very proficient at
it,” said Northern Valley Superintendent James Santana.

Glen Ridge, Wayne, Little Ferry, Morris and Madison provide Chromebooks to their older
students but lack equipment for students at the elementary level.

Little Ferry is developing a plan for students in second grade and below who do not have the
devices, said Superintendent Frank Scarafile. Madison is working on a plan for students in
fifth grade and below, said Superintendent Mark Schwarz. The Morris school district
routinely works with families of younger students to make sure they have internet access at
home, said Jennifer van Frank, communications and community relations coordinator.

Mark Toback, Wayne’s superintendent, is confident in the district’s capabilities to continue
instruction but admits the district’s nine elementary schools are a weak point.

“We need a lot more planning for smaller children,” Toback said. “Some things parents might
need to do is help us keep instruction going. When we know that students have computers in
hand, there’s a whole lot more that we can do.”

Paterson’s infrastructure for virtual home instruction is even more limited. The district is still
working toward providing every student with a Chromebook and has teachers who do not
have laptops.

“If the district, or part of it, were suddenly quarantined, we would need to employ strategies
that involve sending resources of classwork home,” said Paul Brubaker, a spokesman for the
district.

Mine Hill, which serves students from kindergarten through sixth grade, does not typically
allow students to take their Chromebooks home but is prepared to make an exception for an
emergency. The success of that plan will depend on whether students have internet access at
home, said Superintendent Lee Nittel.

Home computer and internet access, particularly in low-income districts, is a major concern
for the New Jersey Education Association, the state teachers’ union. Steven Baker, the



union's spokesman, called the prospect of closing schools for an extended period “uncharted
territory.”

“We are very concerned that not all students have equal access to the online tools needed to
take advantage of remote learning,” he said. “We urge districts and the New Jersey
Department of Education to do everything in their power to ensure that no students are
denied their right to public education because they are unable to access the internet.”

School lunches 

Students who rely on their schools for free or reduced breakfast and lunch could also be left
in the lurch in an outbreak.

The Mendham Township school district has a partnership with the town to provide meals at
designated locations and, in emergencies, deploy personnel for deliveries, said
Superintendent Sal Constantino. Paterson, Little Falls, Little Ferry and Mine Hill are
discussing plans for continued food service. Miguel Hernandez, the superintendent for the
Haledon and Manchester Regional districts, said students will not receive food if they are
absent. The districts also have no contingency plans for home instruction and have not
discussed the possibility of a quarantine.

Story continues below the video. 

Other school leaders are waiting for specific guidance from the state on whether virtual
school days will even be allowed before they draw up concrete plans.

“We are working internally but also need guidance from the NJDOE to determine what will
be permitted,” said Steven Forte, superintendent of Denville. “At this point, we do not have
guidance.”

Northern Highlands Regional High School deep-cleaned its building two weeks ago and is
waiting to see what else the state will require, said Superintendent Scot Beckerman. Clifton
has the infrastructure to support home instruction for high school students but is deferring to
the state on how it will be implemented and whether food services for low-income students
will continue.

The Morris school district notified parents Thursday that it was developing a contingency
plan.



“We don’t want people to panic, but we want them to know we are putting everything in place
should we need to implement something like an extended closure,” van Frank said.

New Jersey has had no cases of the new coronavirus and the illness it causes, COVID-19.
There is one patient in Monmouth County currently being monitored. 

Over the past several weeks, at least 22 residents of Monmouth and Ocean counties have
been quarantined at their homes, following their return from places where there have been
outbreaks of COVID-19, according to authorities.

Paterson parents expressed little worry about a potential outbreak last week. Wilson Corniel,
who has two children enrolled at the city’s Charles J. Riley 9 elementary school, said he is
giving his children Vitamin C and making sure they drink a lot of water but is otherwise
staying calm.

“At the moment, everything seems normal,” he said.
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