
Speakers:
Dr. David Rubin, Director of PolicyLab at Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia and Professor of Pediatrics at the
Perleman School of Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania
Dr. Meredith Matone, Scientific Director of PolicyLab at Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia

Opening Remarks from Dr. Rubin and Dr. Matone:
CHOP would like to help cultivate a school community that feels a level of responsibility for the relationship between
activities that happen at home and in the community, and the success of a school reopening.

What makes a safe school reopening?
• CHOP believes it’s not one specific thing, but rather a series of mitigations.
• What happens in the community will be reflected back in the schools.

No reopening strategy can prevent all positive cases from entering the school - however - safe reopening strategies 
can help to prevent transmission in the school. These strategies include:

• Sick policy - how are staff/students monitoring for new exposures? (Need a shared understanding and clear 
protocol.) Monitoring doesn’t have to be done by the school, but it must be done by parents/staff.

• A strong and clear relationship/communication protocol between the school district and county health 
department that will provide contact tracing.

• All children and staff should wear a mask.
• Social distancing - CHOP is a strong proponent of 6 feet of social distancing (as opposed to 3 feet). 

When 6 feet isn’t possible, the duration of time spent should be as brief as possible.
• Hygiene and disinfection - both should be enhanced. Increase hand hygiene and health education to students 

on this issue, and incorporate it throughout the day. Recommend an end of the day deep clean.

CHOP PolicyLab Speaks With
Great Valley School District and Unionville-Chadds Ford School District Staff

This document summarizes the responses provided by doctors from 
CHOP’s PolicyLab during the virtual meeting with staff on October 6, 2020. 

The FAQs at www.gvsd.org address how the district is handling many of the topics covered in this webinar.

Q:  Is 6 feet separation truly necessary?   
A: CHOP believes this is important. The gold standard to
reduce the likelihood of in-school transmission is to keep
people 6 feet apart when possible, understanding that there
are times that you may be closer than that. However, this is
where duration comes into play: keep those closer
interactions brief (less than 15 minutes).

Q:  The CDC says the virus is transmitted via airborne 
particles. As we transition back to confined, indoor 
spaces, how can we ensure the best air quality?
A: CHOP believes that schools do not need a highly
sophisticated HVAC system; however, they should work
with HVAC consultants to achieve efficiencies and be sure
they are pulling air from the outdoors. CHOP said that
sometimes simple things like opening a window can
improve air quality. They also believe having a sophisticated
HVAC system is not as important as social distancing and
masking.

Questions



Q:  What’s the risk of contracting COVID-19 from a surface 
that someone else has touched (cubbies, library books, 
common surfaces, etc.)?
A: It’s important not to touch your face after touching 
surfaces. However, it’s believed that the risk of transmission 
in this way is fairly low. However, if a child coughs on a desk, 
there could be viable virus on that surface. Regular and 
increased hygiene should be sufficient to mitigate this risk.

Q:  What’s the safe distance between musical performers?  
Is there any time that students indoors could sing  
without masks?
A: CHOP is revising its guidance and will focus more on
music. This guidance is coming in the next few weeks. 
There is significant risk with choir practice and even some
woodwind instruments. It’s important to move students
outside and provide additional spacing - such as 15 feet -
outside. We’re not at a level where we can say it’s safe to
sing indoors without masks. Many instruments can space
at 6 feet with masks, but woodwind and brass must be
spaced further than 6 feet. It’s also recommended that choral 
practices be shortened, especially if held indoors. We think of 
music very much like football. It’s a high exposure activity.

Q: What’s the recommended distance students should 
maintain when they’re unmasked and eating?  What are 
the protocols for adults who are supervising them?
A: Adults and lunchroom monitors should be masked
and eat at a separate time. Lunchtime is one of the riskier
times during the school day, so “de-populating” lunch
rooms will be critical. A minimum of 6 feet of distancing 
should be maintained. Smaller lunch cohorts may be 
helpful. Some places are playing audio books/
documentaries for students so they aren’t tempted to talk.

Q:  Can you weigh in on the masks vs. shields  
vs. plexiglass controversy?
A: We recommend masks above all else. Shields are
helpful with masks as an added layer of protection, but
a shield alone still allows some virus particles to escape.
If a child has learning differences or medical complexities
and must use a shield, or the teacher must use one in
working with that child, then we would suggest having
at least 6 feet of distance and having that time be
minimized whenever possible. When teachers are working
with students and the students are not able to be masked,
teachers might consider both masks and shields. Cloth
masks are appropriate for school and should be washed
on a daily basis. Disposable masks should not be reused.
The fit of a mask is important, as well.

Q:  How to safely and effectively provide mask breaks at 
school -- can they be taken indoors? In a classroom?  
A: From schools in our area and across the country, we are 
hearing that students are tolerating masks very well. Indoors, 
everyone should be distanced, seated, and they should keep 
their mask on during these breaks. We likely don’t need too 
many of these throughout the day because students will 
unmask while drinking water and eating lunch. Everyone 
should practice hand hygiene before and after touching their 
mask. Teachers do not need to wear a mask when alone in their 
room because of any concerns about HVAC issues. CHOP also 
saw concerns among staff when they returned to work, but 
things have gone very well. Staff should be very careful not to 
take their masks off around colleagues in the break rooms.

Q:  What should we keep in mind related to indoor/
outdoor sports?
A: There are a lot of concerns about football, but, it’s part of
the architecture of high school. Most of the transmission is not
occurring on the field, but rather from players socializing off
the field, as well as pre-game meetings and meals. Coaches
should not let players take their masks off in the locker room.
Whatever sport you’re playing, we should have players shower
at home. It doesn’t seem like the highest-risk moments are
happening on the field. As far as indoor sports are concerned, 
we’re reaching out to professional sports (NBA, colleges, etc.) 
to get contact tracing information and trying to get a sense of 
what they’re seeing. Wrestling is a concern, as well.

Q:  How do you mitigate risk for teachers  
who have to get within 6 feet of their students?
A: As long as everyone is masked, this is fine - we just
need to make those interactions briefer, then step away.
Keep them to less than 15 minutes. If school counselors,
etc. need to meet with students, if possible it would be
good to take them for a walk or meet outside. Sometimes
we need to put an arm around a child, and that’s ok. We
just need to think about duration. Less than 15 minutes is
important. You want to protect yourself and use layered
strategies, but they are not absolute: “Perfection is the enemy
of good.” If you are masked, you can still touch someone.
You can’t distance from one another 100% of the time.

Q:  Should we expect a spike in cases in southeastern PA?
A: Yes. We are definitely past the lowest numbers we’ll see
in some time. However, we now have contact tracing data
(which we didn’t have in August/early September) and teams
that are much more sophisticated in their tracing. We need
to rely on them more than ever. The numbers will look
scary, but what matters is whether these protocols are
protecting our schools. The moment we see clear-cut
evidence that we are starting to see increased transmission
originating in the schools, we will hit pause on school
attendance. We have teams on the ground that will help us
to make this decision. Our goal is to fight to keep our
schools open - safely - even if there are some outbreaks in
wider communities such as restaurants, etc.


