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Amid the rapid rise in coronavirus cases across Minnesota, state education officials are urging 
school leaders to look at how the virus is spreading inside their schools — not just at the county 
level — before closing schools and shutting down sports. 

It was appropriate to use county-level data in August when deciding whether to begin the school 
year with in-person instruction, deputy education commissioner Heather Mueller said in a letter to 
school district and charter leaders this week. 

But now that most students have returned to school at least part-time, district leaders should lean 
on more local data, such as “confirmed cases, quarantines and close contacts in your school 
community, each school building within your district, and other data such as individuals with 
influenza-like illness,” she said. 

This “scalpel approach,” Mueller said, means it may be appropriate for one school district in a given 
county to offer in-person instruction while a neighboring district in the same county closes its doors. 
Some districts may also have mitigation strategies that allow them to safely provide in-person 
instruction, she said. 

PARENTS PUSH BACK 

The state’s guidance on learning modes has not changed since it was released in late July. But in 
recent weeks, rising case rates in their counties have forced more school leaders to consider the 
fraught decision of returning to distance learning and shutting down sports programs and other 
activities for at least two weeks. 

That prospect has sparked student and parent protests, including in the Anoka-Hennepin, Stillwater 
and Mahtomedi districts. 

With students cheering from the hall, the Anoka-Hennepin school board on Monday voted to keep 
sports going even as they close their secondary schools next week. The state education 
department said that’s fine because the virus data aren’t so bad that district schools have to close 
at this point. 

North St. Paul – Maplewood – Oakdale also plans to continue its sports and other activities “to the 
extent possible” when it switches to distance learning on Monday, spokesman Josh Anderson said. 

The Stillwater school board, citing high virus totals in Washington County, was planning to vote 
Thursday on a return to distance learning but will wait a week in light of Mueller’s reminder. That 
district is an example of where county case rates don’t reflect what’s happening in schools, as 
hundreds of recent cases have come from the prison in Bayport. 
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Interim superintendent Malinda Lansfeldt told families Wednesday the district would “dig deeper 
into data specific to our school district to better understand how instances, like a recent outbreak in 
local prisons, affect the larger community.” 

Education Commissioner Mary Cathryn Ricker has the authority to overrule local school leaders 
who keep schools open and activities operating, but she has yet to use it, spokeswoman Wendy 
Hatch said. 

 


