Memphis schools may be in-person, but amid omicron,
it's no 'return to normal'
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She came back from winter break, recovered from her own case of COVID-19, and many of
the desks her classmates should have been sitting in were empty. In other cases, it was the
teacher who was absent, so she listened to the school-wide announcements between class
periods, which directed her and other students to convene for some classes in groups.
AP economics was in the library. Anatomy was in the gym.
High school senior Fatoumata Bah put her earbuds in and tried to focus the best she could.
The omicron COVID-19 surge is but the latest twist in Fatoumata's atypical high school
career, so marked by pandemic disruptions that her freshman year at Shelby County Schools'
Germantown High School, a year so many remember for its transitions, is the only "normal"
school year she's had. Her senior year, a year that she and school leaders hoped to be
"normal," instead was besieged from the start by delta and then again, now, by omicron.
Some say it's time to reassess what "normal" should be.
"At this point, we're just ready to graduate," Fatoumata said of herself and other classmates.
"I always try to convince them we are to the finish line...And just be safe. Also be safe while
we're trying to have fun."
More:Tennessee grants seven districts permission to switch to virtual learning — for all of
their individual schools
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Omicron's unprecedented case numbers have posed many of the greatest logistical challenges
to schools yet, forcing classrooms to combine. Teachers and district officials leave their other
duties behind to step in for teachers who are at home sick or in quarantine, in some cases
watching over multiple classes at a time.
Germantown's municipal school district, which recently received state grant money for
certified substitute teachers, has called upon parents to come and sub. SCS attracted more
subs by increasing the pay, and is asking board members to approve a contract similar to last
year to hire temp workers as classroom monitors. At least a third of the district's education
assistants meant to help boost literacy among young kids are being used as substitutes.
The efforts are keeping school buildings open, but in many cases, in-person learning is
replaced by virtual assignments and study halls. Attempts to recover from learning loss have
been thwarted by more learning interruptions, often in spite of what district leaders say are
best efforts. There simply aren't enough people, leading classrooms or in desks. In several
cases, area schools, mostly Shelby County Schools charters that operate independently from
the district, have closed to go remote.

The Soulsville Charter School, for instance, "exhausted our resources to keep school in
person." A quarter of its teachers had COVID-19 or had been exposed, it reported to the
state's education department.
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"We cannot secure enough substitute teachers, and we are no longer able to cover classes that
do not have substitute teachers with employees of The Soulsville Charter School because
there are not enough bodies," director NeShante Brown wrote in her request. "Also, these
numbers and percentages do not include teachers, staff and students who are unable to
report due to other sickness."
More:New Tennessee school voucher bill clears key Senate committee

In-person classrooms not 'normal' learning amid omicron
In Memphis, it is unclear how to measure these impacts in a comparable way.
Shelby County Schools, with more students living in poverty and historically lower test
scores, began its first pandemic in-person school year with a COVID-19 testing program and
has always required masks. Municipal school districts, most of which have few students
living in poverty and typically have higher test scores, have removed most COVID-19
protocols, but have made COVID-19 testing available in some instances.
In response to emailed requests, none of the seven Shelby County public school districts
nor the state-run Achievement School District provided data about student and staff
attendance in January.
“It’s difficult," said Danette Stokes, president of United Education Association of Shelby
County, one of two teacher unions for SCS. "If we have half the class out and we can’t teach
them virtually at all, then what does one do? Except for the best that we can with the ones
that are here.”
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Stokes said UEA is grateful for the district's mask mandate. The union requested early access
to COVID-19 vaccines last year, but aren't requesting them as a requirement, a COVID19 measure prohibited by state law. Like Superintendent Joris Ray, the union is requesting
the state hold districts and teachers harmless for state testing this year.
"We haven’t had a normal classroom setting since…we left” in March 2020, Stokes said.
More:How Tennessee is leading efforts to combat teacher shortages with free
apprenticeship programs
Across SCS, teachers and students have been resilient, Angela Whitelaw, deputy
superintendent over academics, said, a repeated refrain across the district. Coverage plans
for bringing district officials in to cover classrooms have been in place all year, and
substitutes aren't brought in unless a teacher will be out for more than 10 days, she said.
The district has acknowledged its plans for handling the logistical challenges of omicron
include moving students to large rooms in combination with other classes, meaning they may
not hear from their own teacher. Whitelaw said that lessons are outlined exactly, so teachers
should be able to scale up to the number of students.
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"Definitely we acknowledge that there will be some level of disruption just due to this new
variant that we are seeing," Whitelaw said. "But this disruption is only for a minimum
number of days."
SCS has stressed its focus on flexibility, and being nimble, as schools have had to be during
the COVID-19 pandemic, isn't new, said Sally Parish, associate vice president for educational
initiatives at the University of Memphis. Parish oversees U of M's elementary and middle
schools with SCS, which have seen teacher absences around 20% recently due to COVID-19.
But the extended period of the COVID-19 pandemic is taking a toll, she said by email.
More:Active cases among Memphis kids hold steady as adult cases decline
"Responding to staff and student attendance concerns has now become a daily aspect of
every school leader’s life, and most schools are not staffed at the level to maintain that for a
long period of time," Parish said.
Keeping kids at the focus of the decisions is the path to doing "the most good" among
challenging circumstances, where students and teachers are still experiencing the emotional
impacts of the pandemic, let alone trying to recover their health from an infection.

As pandemic shows holes in education system, kids could help
change it
For Fatoumata, the high school senior, in-person learning, despite the interruptions
from missing students and teachers, has been better for her than remote learning. As she
grew accustomed to virtual learning her junior year, she was also encouraging her younger
brother and cousin to focus on their virtual school work while her parents were at work. But
she acknowledges each student learns differently.
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She's hoping to get caught back up in the AP economics class, and be ready for the AP test at
the end of the year. Anatomy is also a tough class, and one she hopes to do well in as she
strives to become a first-generation college student studying to become a nurse.
Fatoumata's parents are impressed by what their daughter has accomplished in high school.
"She makes us proud," said her father, Mohammad Bah.
A leader among her classmates, Fatoumata has been encouraging them to make safe choices
as enforcement of COVID-19 policies in her school wanes, she said. She's also a
representative on the Shelby County Youth Council, and is pushing for a vaccination
requirement for kids. The council, she said, is a way to advocate for a youth voice in a room
full of adults.
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During the pandemic, Natalie McKinney, the executive director for Whole Child Strategies
Inc., has worked to survey families on their needs across Memphis. Rather than trying to
return to a "normal" while the pandemic is still occurring, she believes it could help to take a
different approach, acknowledging the stressors families and students still have.
"We need to understand that and so then we need to shift. We need to pivot," she said.
She wonders what could be accomplished by working backward and embracing more
innovative, and less standardized ways for learning. A dedication to change, though, would
take years and years of time and undoing policies that are in place because "that's the way
we've always done it." The start of changing what learning and what school could be, she
said, should include kids.
"We need start there," she said. "They are brilliant."
Laura Testino covers education and children's issues for the Commercial Appeal. Reach her
at laura.testino@commercialappeal.com or 901-512-3763. Find her on Twitter:
@LDTestino
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