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WASHINGTON—American Federation of Teachers President Randi 
Weingarten issued the following statement after Education Secretary 
Betsy DeVos resigned her position tonight: 

“Good riddance.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Biden Pick on Secretary of Education 

Education Pick Miguel 
Cardona On Biden's Promise 

To Reopen Schools 
January 25, 20213:47 PM ET 
CORY TURNER EDA UZUNLAR 

 
Miguel Cardona, President Biden's nominee for U.S. education secretary, speaks during a December event 
announcing his nomination. 
Nicholas Kamm/AFP via Getty Images 
With many U.S. schools still shuttered or operating on a limited basis, and millions 
of children learning remotely (or trying to), the stakes are high for Miguel Cardona. 
He is President Biden's pick to run the U.S. Department of Education, and if 
confirmed, he'll be charged with making good on Biden's promise to re-open most 
K-12 schools during the new administration's first 100 days. 
 
When asked Monday if that goal was "too optimistic," Cardona pushed back: "No, I 
think it's strong leadership." 

That answer came in an interview with Lucy Nalpathanchil, host of Connecticut 
Public Radio's Where We Live, in which Cardona reflected on what it would take to 
meet Biden's goal. 
 
"Ultimately, we can only safely reopen our schools while we are able to reduce 
spread and contain the virus," he said, an acknowledgement that, at the moment, 
the virus' spread remains unchecked in many communities. 



Unlike former Education Secretary Betsy DeVos, Cardona has a long public school 
resume. He began as an elementary school teacher in his hometown, Meriden, 
Conn., then spent a decade as a principal in the same district, winning Connecticut 
principal of the year in 2012. Cardona eventually helped run the district as 
assistant superintendent, until he was tapped in August 2019 to be Connecticut's 
state commissioner of education. Cardona's tenure overseeing Connecticut's 
schools was relatively brief and dominated by the coronavirus pandemic. 

In a speech accepting his nomination to be the next U.S. secretary of education, 
Cardona said the pandemic has "taken painful disparities and wrenched them open 
even wider. ... It has stolen time from our children." In the years to come, he said, 
"we will carry its impacts." 
 
During Monday's interview, when Nalpathanchil asked what the U.S. Department 
of Education, under his leadership, could do to help schools re-open, Cardona 
began by promising state and school leaders clear, science-driven guidance around 
how to safely reopen and manage schools during a pandemic, something they did 
not get from the Trump administration. 
 
With Biden's COVID-19 plan, Cardona said, school leaders can expect "consistency 
in messaging," and a national strategy that can inform and drive local efforts. He 
said one of the most important lessons he had learned guiding Connecticut's 
schools is that decisions around closing and reopening should be made in "very 
close partnership" with local health officials. 

"At the national level, that's critically important that we work with CDC, that we 
work with Health and Human Services to make sure that the decisions that are 
being made around schools are in line with what we know [can] protect people," 
Cardona said. 

But Cardona also made clear he does not see it as the education secretary's job — 
or even within the secretary's authority — to force school districts to adopt these 
science-based strategies, including requiring teachers and students to wear masks. 

The department's role "is really to support states who are working to develop 
policies... to safely reopen schools," Cardona said. 

"What we do know is, in Connecticut, students and staff members wearing masks 
helped prevent spread in schools... And for many students in Connecticut, they 
have been learning in the schoolhouse since August." 



According to state data, as of December 2020, roughly 22% of Connecticut's 
students were fully or mostly in-person, 42% were hybrid while 36% were still 
fully or mostly remote. 
 
The Biden Education Department's primary role in this pandemic, as envisioned by 
Cardona, would be as a communicator of best practices — not as a top-down 
enforcer. 

Another example: Would Cardona consider a national summer school, to help 
students make up some of the ground they've lost having to learn remotely? 

"The federal role is to support our states, and to make sure that we're providing 
guidance and support where they need it," Cardona answered. If districts want to 
move to a year-round school model — or offer a more intensive version of summer 
school — they're welcome to. He said his department would back them up not only 
with guidance but, hopefully, with federal resources. 

Biden has pitched a relief package that would provide K-12 schools with $130 
billion to cover the high cost of reopening during a pandemic. 
 
On the subject of learning loss during the pandemic, Cardona said, "We know that, 
for far too long, our Black and brown students haven't achieved at the same level 
as their white counterparts. And this is prior to the pandemic." 

Of the equity and opportunity gaps that have driven those long-standing 
differences in student achievement, Cardona said, "It's really our responsibility to 
identify what those gaps are, how they've been exacerbated [by the pandemic], and 
how we can better utilize the resources to target them and help support our 
learners in greatest need." 

Beyond talk of the pandemic, Cardona also weighed in on the movement, among 
many Democrats, to push for student loan forgiveness. While he said it "would be a 
priority for me," he made no mention of trying to forgive debts unilaterally and 
instead emphasized his intentions to work with Congress, "to make sure that we're 
targeting the support for those students that need it the most." That includes 
students who may have dropped college plans because of the pandemic as well 
efforts to make community college more accessible. 
"Those are the students that we want to re-engage and provide support for, to 
make sure that they have access to the American dream," Cardona said. 

Cardona's first challenge, though, is preparing for his Senate confirmation hearing, 
which has not yet been scheduled. 
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BUFFALO, N.Y. — School representatives for the Buffalo Teachers Federation 
have now officially asked the Buffalo School District reconsider its plan to partially 
reopen schools for in-classroom instruction as of February 1. 
 
They also authorized court action to stop the district from going ahead with it. The 
Board of Education voted unanimously to proceed with a phased reopening earlier 
this week. 
 
School District officials told 2 On Your Side they have come up with the proper 
procedures to open their 60 school buildings safely. They would do so in stages 
starting with Pre-K through second grade, high school seniors, and highest need 
students first.  
 



Barry Kirker, who heads up District School Plant Operations, says the school 
engineers, as they are known, have worked with custodial staff to handle the work 
like wiping down heavily touched surfaces three times a day. That would mean 
things like doors, elevator buttons, and railings.  
 
Kirker says they also have sanitary wipes and hydrostatic sprayers for desktops 
and work areas. 
 
District Chief Operating Officer Jim Weimer says they are confident that they can 
safely bring children back to the schools. 
 
BTF Union President Phil Rumore does not share that confidence. He says 
surveys by union members who checked schools found some classrooms had not 
been sanitized. 
 
Rumore repeated his contention that some school bathrooms do not have proper 
warm water for hand washing. He says the schools are not clean and therefore no 
safe from COVID infections. 
 
Rumore discounts statements by health experts that schools have relatively low 
transmission rates by saying Buffalo schools have not been open, so there is no 
way to know if that applies to them. 
 
He also says even if teachers get\ vaccinated, as they are now eligible to do, that 
would not prevent community spread by students who could take the virus home if 
they become infected. He says the entire community should be vaccinated, but 
experts also say that could take months.  
 
2 On Your Side asked Rumore what he would say to many parents who want their 
children to go back to school. 
 
"Well we want them back in school too," he said. "The teachers want them back in 
school just as much as the parents do. The teachers like the parents are under 
tremendous stress. They're working sometimes into the evenings trying to make 
contact with the kids. 
 
"We want them back just as much but we want to make sure that when they do 
return that the schools are safe and they don't bring any of the virus home to those 
parents, grandparents etc." 
 
So far there is no response from the school district spokesperson.  
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NY legislators: Start up high 
school sports 

Staff reports 
The Chronicle-Express 

O'Mara, Friend, Palmesano call on governor to give NYSPHSA, schools 
the go-ahead 

State Senator Tom O’Mara (R,C,I-Big Flats), Assemblyman Chris Friend (R,C,I-
Big Flats) and Assemblyman Phil Palmesano (R,C,I-Corning) have called on 
Governor Andrew Cuomo to give the go-ahead to high school sports seasons. 

In a joint statement, O’Mara, Friend, and Palmesano said, “Governor Cuomo 
focused his State of the State message this week on the need for reopening our 
local economies and to start getting the lives of New Yorkers as back to normal 
as possible now. For New York State’s high school student-athletes and their 
families, coaches, and entire school communities, that means to let sports 
seasons get started. We are confident that the Cuomo administration, working 
in close partnership with local education and health officials, have the capacity 
to ensure this safe return of these student-athletes, the sooner the better.” 

In early December, the New York State Public High School Athletic Association 
(NYSPHSA), following guidance from the Cuomo administration, indefinitely 
postponed high school basketball, hockey, wrestling, and competitive 
cheerleading. All state winter sports tournaments were also cancelled. The 
activities were considered high-risk for the spread of COVID-19. The NYSPHSA 
has been awaiting further guidance from the Cuomo administration, which the 
governor said would be provided by Dec. 31. 

Fall sports previously deemed high-risk by the state and postponed, including 
football and volleyball, are scheduled to resume on March 1 as part of a “Fall II” 
season. 



O’Mara, Friend, and Palmesano sent a letter to the governor and other top 
Cuomo administration officials that reads, in part, “These students have 
invested many years of discipline and training to maintain their physical fitness 
and to compete on behalf of their school districts and communities. For many, 
their involvement in sports is a critical part of what has made them attractive 
candidates for future colleges and scholarships. The continued hiatus puts all of 
this at risk.” 

The letter, which notes that New York is one of only seven states prohibiting 
high school sports, continues, “Given the fact that a number of sections and 
leagues moved and delayed the start of their sports seasons to January 2021, we 
highly encourage you to adopt a realistic, comprehensive and evidence-based 
model which would allow all student-athletes to safely resume their sport NOW. 
At this point, New York is stand-out for the wrong reasons, as it is one of only 
seven states prohibiting sports such as basketball at the high school level, 
despite it being played safely with proper protocols throughout the country. The 
Southern Tier has proven to be a leader in the state by having one of the lowest 
positivity rates by exercising the policies and procedures established by the 
Health Department. Our student-athletes ask for guidance from the state to 
allow all winter, fall and spring sports to start in the Southern Tier and 
throughout New York State. We know that doing so will provide an outlet and 
great enrichment to student athletes patiently waiting for their turn to play.” 

 

  

 

  
 
 
  
 

 

 

 

 



• Covid -19 Normal 

C.D.C. officials say most available 
evidence indicates schools can be safe if 
precautions are taken on campus and in 

the community. 
 
Jan. 26, 2021, 2:58 p.m. ET37 minutes ago 
By Roni Caryn Rabin 

 
Students arriving for in-person learning at a Public School in Brooklyn this 

month.Credit...Andrew Seng for The New York Times 

Open schools. Close indoor dining. 

When to keep schools open, and how to do so, has been an issue plaguing the 
response by the United States to the pandemic since its beginning. President 
Biden vowed to “teach our children in safe schools” in his inaugural address. 

On Tuesday, federal health officials weighed in with a call for returning children 
to the nation’s classrooms as soon as possible, saying the “preponderance of 
available evidence” indicates that in-person instruction can be carried out safely 
as long as mask-wearing and social distancing are maintained. 

But local officials also must be willing to impose limits on other settings — like 
indoor dining, bars or poorly ventilated gyms — in order to keep infection rates 
low in the community at large, researchers at the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention wrote in the journal JAMA. 



School administrators must limit risky activities such as indoor sports, they 
added. “It’s not going to be safe to have a pizza party with a group of students,” 
Margaret Honein, a member of the C.D.C.’s Covid-19 emergency response team 
and the first author of article, said in an interview. “But outdoor cross-country, 
where distance can be maintained, might be fine to continue.” 

Federal officials cited the many benefits of in-person schooling for children, and 
argued for prioritizing their educational, developmental and emotional and 
mental health needs. “Schools are an important source not just of education, but 
health and social services for children,” Dr. Honein said. 

Even though the pandemic is rapidly changing, and contagious new variants are 
spreading, Dr. Honein and other C.D.C. officials argued there is little evidence 
that schools spark the kind of outbreaks seen in nursing homes and 
meatpacking plants, or contribute to increased transmission in communities. 

 “Back in August and September, we did not have a lot of data on whether or not 
we would see the same sort of rapid spread in schools that we had seen in other 
high-density work sites or residential sites,” Dr. Honein said. “But there is 
accumulating data now that with high face mask compliance, and distancing 
and cohorting of students to minimize the total number of contacts, we can 
minimize the amount of transmission in schools.” 

The call by Dr. Honein and other officials reflects a consensus among some 
leading educators and public health experts that schools should be the last to 
close and the first to open when shutdowns are necessary. 

Last year, all kindergarten to grade 12 public schools closed for in-person 
instruction by March 25, shortly after the World Health Organization declared 
that the new coronavirus outbreak was a pandemic. Many schools subsequently 
switched to online teaching models for the rest of the school year. 
 
During the fall term, about one-quarter of school districts were completely 
online, about half were using a hybrid model, and fewer than one-quarter were 
fully open for in-person teaching. Yet more than half of school districts had 
students participating in sports programs. 

In an opinion column in USA Today earlier this week, Randi Weingarten, the 
president of the American Federation of Teachers, and Dr. Rajiv Shah, president 
of the Rockefeller Foundation, called for widespread testing to keep schools safe 
and get children back into the classroom, not only for educational reasons, but 
to restore free school meals, give children a social outlet, and provide myriad 
school-based services that are vital to low-income children. 



The Covid-19 School Response Dashboard, a collaboration that tracks infections 
in school districts willing to share data, has reported that infection case rates 
among staff in October and November were similar to case rates in the 
surrounding communities. More recently, however, staff case rates in New York 
increased at a faster rate than community case rates. 

The causes are not clear. The increases may reflect a more frequent testing of 
schoolteachers. Case rates increased among teachers engaged in in-person 
teaching and among those teaching remotely, suggesting in-person instruction 
was not the sole factor. 

Emily Oster, a professor of economics and public policy at Brown University 
who created the dashboard, said that low case rates in the community make it 
possible to keep schools running safely. 

“Prioritizing schools is going to mean limiting some of those other activities, and 
deciding that we want to undertake some of those sacrifices to keep schools 
open, because we’ve decided as a society that schools are important relative to 
other things,” Dr. Oster said. 

“The frustration for many people is that you can go to an indoor restaurant. In 
Massachusetts, I could go to an indoor water park like Great Wolf Lodge — I can 
take my kids to Great Wolf Lodge. But in a lot of places in Massachusetts, there 
has been no school.” 

The C.D.C. also published two related studies on Tuesday. One was an 
investigation of a high school wrestling tournament in Florida in December that 
became a super-spreader event, leading to at least 79 infections and one death. 

The tournament brought together 10 schools and 130 athletes and coaches, and 
30 percent of participants were infected with the coronavirus. Thirty-eight 
individuals went on to transmit the virus to at least 41 others, including family 
members. (The full number is not yet known, because fewer than half the 
participants were tested.) 

The researchers calculated that 1,700 in-person school days were lost to 
quarantines and isolation of patients and their contacts. The number would 
have been higher if not for the December holiday break. 

C.D.C. researchers also took a look at 17 elementary and secondary schools in 
rural Wisconsin where mask-wearing was routine. The incidence of infection 
was lower in schools than in the community at large, the scientists found. 
During 13 weeks in the fall of 2020, there were 191 infections among staff and 
students; only seven resulted from in-school transmission, according to the 
study. 



• Testing 

• January 25, 2021 

NYSUT statement on announcement that 
state will seek federal testing waiver 

Source:  NYSUT Media Relations 

 
 

ALBANY, N.Y. Jan. 25, 2021 — New York State United Teachers today applauded the 
announcement that the state Education Department will seek a federal waiver of 
grades 3-8 and high school testing requirements amid the ongoing challenges students 
and educators statewide are facing related to the coronavirus pandemic. 
 
“In a year that has been anything but standardized, it’s the right move to seek this 
waiver to cancel this spring’s standardized exams,” NYSUT President Andy Pallotta 
said. “Educators know their students’ needs and how to maximize their potential. We’re 
thankful that the Department and Regents are taking this step and we are here to work 
with them to ensure students can still showcase their hard work this spring in a safe and 
equitable manner.” 
 
NYSUT released a letter last week to the Department and Board of Regents outlining 
concerns with administering both the grades 3-8 and Regents exams during a 
tumultuous year for educators, students and their families.  
  
“Interim Commissioner Rosa, Regents Chancellor Young and the Board are putting 
students’ physical, social and emotional well-being first with this request,” NYSUT 
Executive Vice President Jolene T. DiBrango said. “We’ve heard from countless 
educators across the state who know that canceling this year’s exams is in the best 
interest of their students. We urge the federal government to hear their voices and grant 
this request.” 



 Editor’s Note 

Each month the On Target will come out near the end of the month.   

If you have something that you would like included, please send as a Word 
document by the 20th of the month to: lpanek@clarenceschools.org    

Items that could be included are: Articles dealing with education/unions, Good 
ideas for teaching, something humorous/light dealing with education, Information 
for sharing, Opinion pieces on education, Advertisement for a service you provide.   
 
Thank you, 
Lisa Panek 
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• Taxes 
 
January 25, 2021 

TAX TIME: Remember these 
deductions your union won for 

you 
Source:  NYSUT Communications 
Share This Article... 

 
 

A reminder for tax season: Thanks to union victories, the educator expense tax 
deduction has been renewed for 2020 returns - and there's a state deduction for 
your union dues, too. 

Educator expense tax deduction renewed for 2020 tax returns 

Eligible educators can deduct up to $250 of qualified expenses you paid in 
2020. If you and your spouse are filing jointly and both of you were eligible 
educators, the maximum deduction is $500. However, neither spouse can 
deduct more than $250 of his or her qualified expenses. 



An eligible educator is a K-12 teacher, instructor, counselor, principal, or aide 
who worked at least 900 hours in a school that provides elementary or 
secondary education as determined by state law. 

Qualified expenses include ordinary and necessary expenses paid: 

• In connection with books, supplies, equipment (including computer 
equipment, software, and services), and other materials used in the 
classroom. 

• For professional development courses you have taken related to the 
curriculum you teach or to the students you teach. 

An ordinary expense is one that is common and accepted in your educational 
field. A necessary expense is one that is helpful and appropriate for your 
profession as an educator. An expense doesn’t have to be required to be 
considered necessary. 

For further information, consult your tax preparer and/or IRS Publication 
17, Your Federal Income Tax for Indviduals. 

State tax deduction for your union dues 

As a result of legislation championed by NYSUT, the state AFL-CIO and unions 
across the state, which was passed and signed into law in April 2017, union 
members in New York can deduct their union dues from their state income 
taxes if they itemize. 

While not a dollar for dollar deduction for your overall union dues, this deduction 
will offset your taxable income if you itemize your New York state income taxes.  

Consult with your personal tax preparer to confirm your own situation. 

Learn more at nysaflcio.org. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Thinking Outside the Box 
 
January 08, 2021 

How choir happens: singing in the 
pandemic 

Author: Liza Frenette 
Source:  NYSUT Communications 

 
Caption: “We took this year as an opportunity to grow,” said Amsterdam Teachers Association member Dalisa 
Soto-Peruzzi, who recognizes that her work days are long with teaching, mixing and recording. 
Editor’s Note — This article is part of an ongoing series spotlighting different methods, lessons and 
creative strategies that teachers are using to educate students during a pandemic. 

 
Early last March, as Amsterdam choir students went into final rehearsals for their All-
City Chorus Festival, there was news about something going on with a virus. Mid-
month, costumed teens performed their songs with practiced choreography to a packed 
house on a Wednesday night, and two days later, all New York public schools shut 
down for the rest of the school year. 
 
“We haven’t sung together since,” said choir teacher Dalisa Soto-Peruzzi. 
 
So, then, how does she teach? And how are students continuing to learn singing when 
school is sometimes open, sometimes not? 
 
There is no playbook for teaching in a pandemic. 
 
But since Soto-Peruzzi has been teaching music for nine years in what she calls her 
“dream job,” she knew it was essential to continue educating students with interaction in 



a subject that promotes comity as well as musical skills. Within two weeks of the 
pandemic shutdown, she began offering live instruction through Google Meet. 
 
“It feels like my first year. I feel like a novice,” said Soto-Peruzzi, a member of the 
Amsterdam Teachers Association led by co-presidents Eugene Agresta and Richard 
Peters. The Montgomery County district is located mainly on the north bank of the 
Mohawk River that cuts through town. 
 
There has been much to learn. For instance, if all the students have their computer 
microphones on while singing, the feedback can screech and bleep out into the 
stratosphere. So, the students sing – but they are on mute. 
 
The 300 students in different classes could hear Soto-Peruzzi sing, and learn their parts. 
But she couldn’t hear them. At least, not at that instant. 
 
They recorded themselves, and then sent the recording to her. 
 
The district has online music recording software, and so Amsterdam’s four music 
teachers are able to mix separate audio files. Soto-Peruzzi said the district also made 
sure each student had laptops or Chromebooks, and they provided hot spots for Internet 
access. 
 
Using this technology, students put together a performance for this past spring’s eighth-
grade commencement, an annual tradition. 
 
The Amsterdam school district is a rural district diverse with families who go back 
generations here, as well as those from Puerto Rico, Central and South America. 
Spanish was the first language of Soto-Peruzzi, who spent her first five years in the 
Dominican Republic after being born in Queens, and she loves being able to speak it 
with some of her students. 
 
“Through music, a lot of kids find their voice, and share who they are and what they 
represent,” she said, recalling her gratitude at being able to attend public schools in New 
York City where she could take part in music and performing arts. 
 
When New York State’s public schools resumed in-person learning in September while 
the pandemic’s intensity waned, most students came to the building. Soto-Peruzzi said 
research showed that singing in person would release aerosols at a rate similar to 
someone screaming, so that was nixed. So was band. In order to be safe, students would 
have to be 12 feet apart, and that wasn’t possible. 
 
Further research showed that if they were six feet apart, wearing masks, they were safe 
humming. 



 
“We just hum everything…to harmonize, and to warm up our voices,” she said. 
Students are animated when seeing each other, and they liven up. 
 
Those who are quarantining, or have health issues, take part in the class online. So the 
choral teacher speaks with students in front of her, and on the screen, as do so many 
other teachers now. 
 
“The kids are always with me live,” said Soto-Peruzzi. “They can connect with friends; 
it still feels like community. It feels like, for my subject specifically, live instruction is 
the best for the socio-emotional needs of the students.” 
 
School closed again for several weeks prior to the holidays, and then reopened. For 
educators and students, school shifts from in-person to remote as the greedy pandemic 
spikes. 
 
Much happens outside the music classroom as well. Music students have been provided 
with their own accounts for sound recording programs to create digital beats, tracks and 
loops and record vocal audio. 
 
They kicked it up for the holidays, remixing their favorite holiday songs from 
Christmas, Kwanza, Hanukkah and other celebrations with their own spin. They learned 
one song in Hebrew. Rap, trap, rhythm and blues, rock, Caribbean and salsa all came 
streaming in. Boom, snap, bring it. 
 
“There are so many different genres. It was such a gift,” she said. The 2020 edition of 
the Choral Holiday Mix Tape was born, and it was shown to residents of three local 
nursing homes whom the students usually visit in person for caroling. 
 
“We took this year as an opportunity to grow,” said Soto-Peruzzi, who recognizes that 
the days are long with teaching, mixing and recording. Music, for her, is not just a 
career, however. She is also a performer and believes music is healing. 
 
Meanwhile, for students, songwriting is also a form of journaling. 
 
“Music is a universal language,” she said. “It’s powerful.” 
 
"Dalisa is just one of many ATA members who have met the challenges of remote 
instruction head-on by adapting her class to reach as many students as possible," said 
Agresta. "Plus, you would never know to look at her that she's working through the 
most stressful period in her teaching career. Her calm and encouraging words keep her 
students on an even keel, and some will even swear that they can see her smile through 
her mask." 



 


