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cause damage
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STAY HEALTHY

» FOLLOW PRECAUTIONS

By Scott Bauer
Associated Press

MADISON — Teachers 
unions for Wisconsin’s five larg-
est school districts asked Gov. 
Tony Evers and the state’s top 
health and education officials 
Monday to keep schools closed 
at the start of the year due to 
the ongoing threat posed by the 
coronavirus pandemic.

The letter was signed by 
union leaders for teachers in 
Milwaukee, Madison, Green Bay, 
Kenosha and Racine. It was sent 
to Evers, Department of Public 
Instruction Secretary Carolyn 
Stanford Taylor and Department 
of Health Services Secretary 
Andrea Palm.

“Our students need safe, equi-
table, well-resourced classrooms 
staffed with highly qualified 
educators, so they can learn,” 
union leaders said in the letter. 
“The classroom is where every 
single educator wants to be this 
fall, but with no containment 
of Wisconsin COVID-19 cases, 
a virtual reopening for public 
schools is necessary.”

Evers and Palm did not imme-
diately return messages seeking 
comment. Evers, the former state 
schools superintendent, said last 
week that he did not plan to issue 

an order closing schools this 
fall, leaving it to each district to 
decide how to proceed. The Wis-
consin Supreme Court in May 
struck down his safer-at-home 
order but did not rule against a 
separate order that kept schools 
closed through the spring 2020 
semester.

Department of Public Instruc-
tion spokesman Chris Bucher 
said the agency has no authority 
to require online-only instruc-
tion. He referred to guidance 
the department issued in June, 
laying out options for schools 

to consider as they looked at re-
opening, including how to make 
classrooms safe for in-person 
teaching.

President Donald Trump has 
tried to pressure schools to 
reopen for in-person instruc-
tion in the fall, threatening to 
withhold federal money. But 
public health leaders nationally 
have warned that a one-size-
fits-all reopening could drive 
infection and death rates even 
higher. The nation’s two largest 
teachers unions, along with the 
American Academy of Pediat-
rics and the School Superinten-
dents Association, pushed back, 
saying the decisions should be 
science-based.

state teachers call for online classes
Unions for five largest districts  

want schools closed to start  
year due to pandemic

By Ryan Patterson
Leader-Telegram staff

The second person to die 
of COVID-19 complications 
in Eau Claire County was a 
woman under age 50 with 
underlying conditions who 
was hospitalized for corona-
virus.

During a media briefing 
Monday afternoon, Lieske 
Giese, Eau Claire City-Coun-
ty Health Department direc-
tor, said she did not know 
how the person contracted 
the virus.

The person died Saturday, 
marking the second local 
fatality in less than a month. 
The first county death from 
coronavirus complications 
occurred June 22. Accord-
ing to county officials, that 
person was older than 65, in 
a high-risk group for virus 
complications and had un-
derlying health conditions.

In Eau Claire County, 402 
coronavirus cases have been 
confirmed, 31 more than last 
Friday. Of those positive 
cases, 322 people have re-
covered. The county has had 
11,570 negative test results, 
451 more than Friday. In the 
Eau Claire County Jail, seven 
people have tested positive 
for COVID-19, with six of 
them making full recoveries.

Details 
on 2nd 

COVID-19 
death in  

EC County
Woman who 

died Saturday 
was under 50 

with underlying 
conditions

By Sarah Seifert
Leader-Telegram staff

Eau Claire teachers on Monday pleaded 
with the Eau Claire school board to 
consider additional safety precautions 

when deciding if school buildings will re-
open this fall.

Some teachers proposed 
students wear masks nearly 
full time; others asked for 
completely virtual learning in 
the fall.

“Tonight’s discussion on 
this back-to-school proposal 
is likely the most important 
decision this school board 
will ever have to make,” said 
Mark Goings, president of 
the Eau Claire Association of 
Educators.

The school board had not 
taken a vote on the reopen-
ing plan by the Leader-Tele-
gram’s press time Monday 
evening.

The plan, which the Eau 
Claire school district re-
leased last week, would bring 
most K-12 students back to 
in-person classes for two 
days per week.

Under the plan, teachers 
would also offer an all-virtual 
option for any K-12 student 

who wants to learn online.
In the proposed plan:
Kindergarten and 3rd 

through 12th grade students 
would attend in-person class-
es for two days per week, 
virtual learning for the other 
three day. Students would 
be assigned to a Monday/
Tuesday or Thursday/Friday 
cohort for in-person classes.

1st and 2nd grade students 
would attend in-person 
classes four days per week on 
Mondays, Tuesdays, Thurs-
days and Fridays.

Pre-K students would 
attend in-person classes only 
two days per week, either in 
a Monday-Tuesday or Thurs-
day-Friday cohort.

For special education stu-
dents, programming options 
would be “determined on an 
individual basis.”

All classes would be held 
virtually on Wednesdays, dis-

trict-wide, so classrooms can 
be cleaned and disinfected.

Goings asked the board to 
consider reverting to 100% 
online learning at least until 
November, pointing to a con-
tinuing spread of COVID-19 
cases in Eau Claire County.

“Over last three weeks 
or so, identified cases and 
deaths have been on an up-
ward trajectory at the state, 
national and local levels. Is 
now really the time to have 
11,000 students and staff 
meeting in face-to-face sit-
uations?” Goings said. “We 
are in uncharted waters, and 
we need to get this right.”

In Eau Claire County, dai-
ly new cases have risen by 
50% in the first two weeks 
of July compared to the 
last two weeks of June, and 
consistently about a third 
of people who test positive 
don’t have any connection 
to a known case, according 
to county data. Total cases 
of the virus have topped 
400, and two coronavirus 
patients in the county have 
died.

Dan Wilson, a special 
education teacher at Me-
morial High School, said 
teachers won’t be able to 
ensure “seamless” instruc-

tion if they’re trying to teach 
in-person and online classes 
at the same time.

“If there’s one thing teach-
ers have learned this past 
spring, it’s that in-person 
and online teaching is com-
pletely different,” Wilson 
said, adding that he expects 
“an even greater shortage of 
substitute teachers this fall.”

Brian Wiltgen, a South 
Middle School teacher, also 
spoke in favor of keeping 
students home to learn this 
school year.

“If you’re not willing to 
sit in a classroom with 15 
other students for eight 
hours, then why should staff 
and students be put in that 
situation?” Wiltgen said, ad-
dressing the board Monday. 
The board has met virtually 
using videoconferencing 
since March.

About 87% of 255 teachers 
who responded to an Eau 
Claire Association of Edu-
cators survey were in favor 
of students wearing masks 
most of the time while in 
school buildings, said Amy 
Carlson Sather, 7th grade 
teacher at Northstar Middle 
School and ECAE represen-
tative.

See COVID-19  Page 2A

‘WE NEED TO 
GET THIS RIGHT’
Teachers plead for safety measures, virtual reopening

Staff file photo by Dan Reiland

Meadowview Elementary School fifth-grade teacher Adam Leicht works with student Brennan Dean with his iPad in October 
2016. The Eau Claire school board heard from parents and teachers Monday on its schools reopening plan, which would go into 
effect Sept. 2, when school begins statewide.
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