
 
 

 

 

Open Letter to Cherokee County School District 
 
Monday, July 13, 2020 
 
  
 
Dr. Brian V. Hightower 
Superintendent of Schools, Cherokee County 
1205 Bluffs Parkway 
Canton, GA 30114 
 
Dear Dr. Hightower and Cherokee County Board of Education, 

 
My name is Jamie Chambers. I'm a writer and tabletop game designer who grew up in 
Woodstock and currently lives in Canton. My sisters and I are Sequoyah High School graduates, 
and including stepchildren I've had six kids in Cherokee County schools, with my youngest 
currently registered to begin Pre-K. This is my community and these are my people. It is because 
of my love and concern for the students, teachers, and other staff in our school system that I 
believe you have betrayed the trust that has been placed in you, and why I am compelled to 
speak out. 
 
I was appalled at the rushed re-opening and the lack of proper safety and mitigation measures in 
your "CCSD Reopening School Plan" document, but you truly showed your hand with the public 
board meeting to vote on the measure. With only one day's notice, you called for the meeting and 
"due to social-distancing requirements, in-person attendance will be limited to 80 people" while 
also stating that public participation "will be in-person only." This means you rushed the meeting 
so there wasn't much time to digest the 77-page document, limited the number of people allowed 
to object on the record, while simultaneously making sure the board meeting had more health 
and safety considerations than the schools will have starting August 3rd. This is ugly politics and 
hypocrisy of the highest order. For this alone you should be ashamed. Then I watched you ignore 
passionate and fact-based concerns raised by both parents and teachers so that you could 
unanimously vote to approve the measures, showing the whole exercise was simply a formality. I 
can’t help but notice that the video record of the livestream seems to have vanished from your 
Facebook page.  
 
In brief, your plan ignores the guidelines of federal and state health agencies, ignores the reality 
of our current situation, and ignores real-world examples of how this will likely play out when 
you foolishly fling the doors open in a few weeks. It is my intention to document the 
consequences of your reckless plan and hold you responsible. 
 
According to the COVID Tracking Project, we had 834 individuals hospitalized with the virus on 
June 9, 2020. As of this writing on July 11th the count was up 2,443 hospitalizations—almost 
triple the numbers from a month ago, the curve sweeping steeply upward. (Note this isn't simply 
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positive cases, these numbers are people sick enough to be hospitalized.) This information alone 
should give anyone pause. As of July 10th, 82% of critical care beds in Georgia hospitals were 
already filled, and the governor announced that the emergency temporary hospital at the World 
Congress Center is being reactivated to prepare for the rapidly rising number of serious cases. 
The mayor of Atlanta has re-instated shelter-in-place orders. And when you observe how bad 
things are in other states such as Arizona, Florida, and Texas, it's a glimpse into our future. 
 
I understand the pressure from the state and federal governments to reopen our schools, along 
with working families for whom staying home with their kids isn't an easy option. I understand 
the desire to provide our children the best possible education, and a chance for socialization and 
normalcy. I was fully expecting a plan to open our local schools in some form or fashion. So 
when I sat down to review your draft version of the CCSD Reopening School Plan, I was 
anticipating something that fully addressed the deadly seriousness of our current health crisis 
while putting our kids back in classrooms as safely as possible. What I read was incredibly 
disappointing, and from my interpretation seems geared to avoid backlash by providing "choice" 
for parents who might object to stringent requirements designed to protect students from 
infection. I believe that a plan that puts any concerns higher than the overall safety of our 
children, teachers, and greater community is a moral failing. 
 
Your document begins by stating the current plan was put into place using guidance from the 
Georgia Department of Public Health and the Centers of Disease Control and Prevention based 
here in our state's capital. (It’s worth noting that most of the DPH’s Covid-19 materials are 
actually documents created by the CDC.) Despite that, I see little evidence that guidelines from 
either agency was a guiding factor in creating these policies. In fact, your plan seems to 
repeatedly soften or ignore their recommendations altogether while seeming to envision a "best 
case scenario" when it comes to young people complying with these changing rules and the 
teachers' ability to monitor and enforce them. I'll address just a few of these areas below—not 
nearly a complete list of concerns but some of the most obvious. 

 
Guiding Principles 

 
The CDC's "Considerations for Schools" document lists guiding principles with three categories 
of risk for school settings—lowest, more, and highest. Looking at what they call "more risk," 
your plan compares in the following ways: 
 

• "Small, in-person classes, activities, and events." - The CCSD plan places no limits on 
classroom size. 
 

• "Groups of students stay together and with the same teacher throughout/across school 
days and groups do not mix." - Your plan has students changing classes as usual, only 
"staggering bell schedules to limit traffic congestion in hallways" and altering lunch 
schedules, along with a vague plan to avoid "large gatherings and discouraging 
congregating of students and staff." 
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• "Students remain at least 6 feet apart and do not share objects." - Despite some variation 
of the word "distance" appearing in your document 42 separate times, not once is there a 
specific rule to space students from each other outside of the cafeteria. Instead of making 
sure students don't share objects, you state the cleaning supplies will be on-hand for 
everyone to disinfect all the shared surfaces. (It's worth noting that a teacher who 
addressed the board during your meeting stated that Cherokee County schools have a bad 
track record of even refilling toilet paper and soap dispensers, so there is limited 
confidence in your ability to create a sanitized environment for students, teachers, and 
staff.) 
 

Face Coverings — AKA Masks 
 

Again looking at the CDC's guidelines for schools, they state "face coverings should be worn by 
staff and students (particularly older students) as feasible, and are most essential in times when 
physical distancing is difficult." Currently the WHO, CDC, and Georgia Department of Health 
all recommend masks for everyone possible in mixed or public settings. Governor Kemp stated 
"wearing a mask helps prevent you or me from spreading the virus if we happen to have it, 
especially if you're asymptomatic. So, if you're wearing a mask, you're protecting other people." 
Even President Trump stated: "I love masks in the appropriate locations." 
 
Your plan mandates the use of masks for employees, but makes them optional for students. As 
governor Kemp stated, paper and cloth masks do not protect the wearer—they protect everyone 
else in case the wearer is unknowingly contagious. They are only truly effective in slowing the 
spread if the majority of people in any group wears them. By making them optional, it's likely 
that many students won't wear them at all. As those who wear masks are more likely to be 
careful in their hygiene and conduct, it means the responsible people will be protecting the 
irresponsible. As it is, optional mask wearing will do nothing to slow the spread of disease inside 
our schools. 
 
Some claim that they or their children cannot wear masks for reasons of personal health. If 
someone has breathing-related health issues they should stay home in any case, as the virus 
would be a particular danger to that individual. 

 
Meals  

 
The safest options for food service, according to the CDC guidelines, is to "have children bring 
their own meals as feasible, or serve individually plated meals in classrooms instead of in a 
communal dining hall or cafeteria." Again, the point is preventing different populations of 
students mixing and remixing throughout the day—it's a recipe for disaster. And while it's good 
to see some mitigation measures in place such as protective barriers and sneeze guards and 
restricted seating, the plan still keeps the lunchroom open and filled with children breathing the 
same air. 
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 Transportation  
 

The CDC school guidance states that it's important to modify the seating on a school bus, to 
"create distance between children on school buses (g., seat children one child per row, skip 
rows) when possible"—as well as regular cleaning and sanitizing. To no surprise at this point, 
you have nothing in your plan to keep students physically separated on their ride to and from 
school. You simply establish cleaning protocols, mandate PPE for the drivers, and say that hand 
sanitizer "will be made available." 
 
Attendance, Absence, and Isolation 
 
While the CCSD plan has short bullet-points on Employee and Student Health Protocols, it 
emphasizes individual cases and seriously downplays the amount of contact that students, 
teachers, and staff will inevitably have with each other with schools open under this plan. It 
references isolating the students and working with the Georgia Department of Public Health for 
contact-tracing. (Imagine a middle-school student who rides the bus and has at least five classes 
per day is infected and the number of people potentially exposed by that single child.) A positive 
case will inevitably cause a chain-reaction inside a school with so few mitigation measures in 
place. 
 
Meanwhile, there are no standards or metrics in the plan to determine what officially counts as 
"exposure" to a sick individual, at what point a class needs to be shut down, or when a school 
should be closed entirely. You avoid all responsibility by repeatedly deferring to the "guidance" 
of the DPH. What concerns me is that the plan often ignores health agency guidelines, but we are 
supposed to trust that you will follow their recommendations when it comes to school closure? 
Like the rest of this plan, it allows you to play both sides—saying that proper steps are being 
taken without listing specifics and foisting responsibility onto another agency that you’ve already 
ignored when convenient. 
 
Bafflingly you chose not to change the attendance policy and barely mention it in the document. 
The FAQ states "The attendance policy will remain unchanged" while noting that testing positive 
for Covid-19 or exposure will grant an excused absence without discussing the documentation or 
circumstantial requirements to grant that excuse. The draconian attendance policies of recent 
years have incentivized children going to school when they only have mild symptoms of an 
illness—something that could have deadly consequences in our current situation. 
 
It’s also worth noting this another area where you treat your employees shamefully. Under the 
current plan if a teacher or staff member is forced to quarantine due to illness or exposure you 
have forced on them, "Employees can utilize available accrued leave time." It adds insult to 
injury to require them to work under dangerous conditions without adequate protection or hazard 
pay and then force them to burn through their available paid time off when circumstances 
beyond anyone’s control requires them to stay home for weeks at a time. 
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 An Irresponsible Plan  
 

I'm well aware that the decision to close schools is not one to be taken lightly, as it has ripple 
effects on the larger community and consequences on the educational goals for our children. I 
appreciate the option for Digital Learning for parents, like me, that have vulnerable family 
members at home (though I question the predetermined arbitrary time limits). According to the 
National Center for Biotechnology Information, school closures can play an important role in 
preventing community spread of a virus—according to a study conducted after the H1N1 "Swine 
Flu" pandemic of 2009. But I realize that the majority of parents in our county agree with the 
president and governor that kids should be back in school. It was your job to create a plan that 
put safety and the well-being of your students, teachers, and support staff as the highest priority. 
In that you have failed with a rushed plan filled with half-measures emphasizing "choice" over 
human lives. 
 
By ignoring health agency guidance and making things such as masks optional, you are 
removing choice from those who'd like their students to attend in-person classes in a safe 
environment. You are, in particular, providing an agonizing "choice" to the parents of special 
needs children who truly depend on the specialized instruction and therapy they receive through 
the school system. You are also asking more than ever from your underpaid employees, who are 
assuming a much higher level of personal risk for themselves and their families without even the 
courtesy of hazard pay. 
 
Some people believe that because children tend to have milder cases of Covid-19 than adults, 
that means they are immune to the virus and cannot transmit it to others. That is demonstrably 
incorrect and dangerous thinking, as more than 11,000 children have tested positive in the state 
of Florida alone, and 17 of them have died.  
 
There are easily-found examples of what happens in school-style settings during a global 
pandemic. Here are just a few: 
 
Childcare Facilities. On July 6, CNN reported that there have been 1,335 people who have 
tested positive from childcare facilities in Texas—441 of them being children. Those numbers 
rose significantly in the course of three weeks. 
 
Summer Camps. When I first sat down to write this letter, an article appeared on Fox Business 
titled "Coronavirus forces summer camps across America to close," citing cases across the 
country where Covid-19 outbreaks have forced many summer camps to shut down—including 
85 people confirmed infected (and likely much higher) at a YMCA-run camp at nearby Lake 
Burton. The piece focuses on unhappy campers and the impact to the businesses involved. But 
when I see headlines like these, I'm always thinking about the hidden tragedies most of us will 
never know. Of the dozens of confirmed cases, most will ultimately infect family and loved 
ones—some of whom will be vulnerable or just unlucky. They will be hospitalized alone and not 
even allowed to receive visitors. Some will end up requiring breathing assistance. And, of 
course, some will die. 
 

5 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7106429/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7106429/
https://www.waaytv.com/content/news/Parents-of-children-with-special-needs-have-concerns-about-school-this-Fall-571730191.html
https://www.waaytv.com/content/news/Parents-of-children-with-special-needs-have-concerns-about-school-this-Fall-571730191.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/11/us/virus-teachers-classrooms.html
https://www.wtxl.com/news/coronavirus/more-than-11-000-children-test-positive-for-coronavirus-in-florida
https://www.wtxl.com/news/coronavirus/more-than-11-000-children-test-positive-for-coronavirus-in-florida
https://www.cnn.com/2020/07/06/health/texas-coronavirus-cases-child-care-facilities/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/07/06/health/texas-coronavirus-cases-child-care-facilities/index.html
https://www.foxbusiness.com/lifestyle/summer-camps-nationwide-shut-down-by-coronavirus
https://www.macon.com/news/coronavirus/article244158667.html
https://www.macon.com/news/coronavirus/article244158667.html


 

 

 

Summer Schools. A truly startling example comes from Arizona. A summer school program 
was taught virtually in the Hayden-Winkelman Unified School District, meaning there were no 
students, just three teachers who shared the same space. They were health-conscious that thought 
they were doing all the right things in terms of distance and sanitation. All three became infected. 
One of them died on June 26th. From an article published in AZ Central, "Jeff Gregorich, the 
district's superintendent, said he does not believe schools can bring students back safely as cases 
rise. 'We're going to lose a lot of teachers if they bring the kids back again,' he said." 

 
Consequences  

 
Your body voted unanimously to approve the plan that both references and links to health 
agencies while being extremely selective as to which guidelines should be followed or ignored 
entirely. The "choices" of digital learning, optional mask-wearing, and vague/minimal safety 
measures seem geared to appease those who would complain the loudest while granting you 
cover from future criticism. But I am not appeased, I am very loud, and I have no intention of 
shielding you from the consequences of your reckless decisions. 
 
Dr. Hightower and the entire board should spend frequent time inside the schools, breathing the 
same air as the students and teachers. You and your families should share in the same risks 
created by your plan as everyone else. But based on the cowardly and hypocritical structure of 
the recent board meeting, I doubt many of you will be riding a school bus, sitting in a classroom, 
or eating in a crowded cafeteria anytime soon. 
 
Many people will become ill due to your reckless policies, and some might very well die. If you 
believe these are necessary sacrifices for the greater good, it's my intention to make you very 
aware of the victims of your indifference. I am coordinating a group of local volunteers to help 
me document as many students, teachers, staff, and their families who are hospitalized and/or die 
from Covid-19 after Cherokee County Schools open. With the permission of and respect for the 
people involved, we will collect and publish their names and pictures—sending copies to the 
superintendent and every member of the board. If you're not willing to look at their faces and say 
their names out loud, you have no business making these kinds of decisions. 
 
If the reopening of schools goes as badly as many of us predict, we will publicly campaign for 
the removal of Dr. Hightower from his position as well as supporting opposing candidates in 
future elections of the school board. 

 
Conclusion  

 
There is no version of your reopening plan that would please everyone. People have politicized 
the pandemic, have taken sides, and get angry about almost every issue. But ultimately you have 
a responsibility as educators to protect the lives in your trust. I think on the many changes our 
school system has made in past years to protect against the relatively-rare event of a school 
shooting, or the times our schools are closed because of predicted inclement weather that never 
comes. But in this one instance, when facing a global threat that has killed more than 130,000 
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Americans, with cases currently on the rise in our area, you chose to institute half-measures and 
roll the dice with the health of children and your own employees. 
 
You made the wrong call. You wrote a bad plan. 
 
My opinion may be in the minority at this time, but opinions tend to shift when bad things hit 
close to home. You will be held to account. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
Jamie Chambers 
 
 
(enclosure) 
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 Citations 
 

I have hyperlinked my information sources in the letter above, but for easy reference I am 
including them below. 
 
CCSD Reopening of School Plan SY2020-21 - 
https://www.cherokeek12.net/userfiles/5/my%20files/board%20meetings/ccsd%20reopening%2
0of%20school%20plan%20sy2020-21.pdf 
 
CCSD Reopening of School FAQs 2020-21 - https://www.cherokeek12.net/Content2/7498 
 
COVID Tracking Project - https://covidtracking.com/ 
 
Georgia sees dramatic rise in COVID-19 patients in hospitals - 
https://www.fox5atlanta.com/news/georgia-sees-dramatic-rise-in-covid-19-patients-in-hospitals 
 
Georgia to reactivate makeshift hospital at Atlanta convention center - 
https://www.ajc.com/blog/politics/georgia-reactive-makeshift-hospital-atlanta-convention-center/
0mQrnN9qhxmOEfIwVK0CzO/ 
 
City of Atlanta returns to Phase I COVID-19 status - 
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/city-of-atlanta-returns-to-phase-i-covid
-19-condition/85-e418b7af-b07d-4f41-b14d-2bd286ebf811 
 
Interim Guidance for Administrators of US K-12 Schools and Child Care Programs -  
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/guidance-for-schools.
html 
 
CDC: Considerations for Schools - 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/schools.html 
 
WHO: Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) advice for the public -  
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public 
 
CDC: Use of Cloth Face Coverings to Help Slow the Spread of COVID-19 - 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/diy-cloth-face-coverings.html 
 
Georgia DPH: COVID-19: Individuals and Families - 
https://dph.georgia.gov/covid-19-individuals-and-families 
 
11 Alive News: Gov. Kemp weighs in on mask debate: 'You’re protecting other people' - 
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/governor-kemp-wearing-masks/85-b18
35d12-5bdf-49ac-a8b8-6a421ce2a14e 
 

8 

https://www.cherokeek12.net/userfiles/5/my%20files/board%20meetings/ccsd%20reopening%20of%20school%20plan%20sy2020-21.pdf
https://www.cherokeek12.net/userfiles/5/my%20files/board%20meetings/ccsd%20reopening%20of%20school%20plan%20sy2020-21.pdf
https://www.cherokeek12.net/Content2/7498
https://covidtracking.com/
https://www.fox5atlanta.com/news/georgia-sees-dramatic-rise-in-covid-19-patients-in-hospitals
https://www.ajc.com/blog/politics/georgia-reactive-makeshift-hospital-atlanta-convention-center/0mQrnN9qhxmOEfIwVK0CzO/
https://www.ajc.com/blog/politics/georgia-reactive-makeshift-hospital-atlanta-convention-center/0mQrnN9qhxmOEfIwVK0CzO/
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/city-of-atlanta-returns-to-phase-i-covid-19-condition/85-e418b7af-b07d-4f41-b14d-2bd286ebf811
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/city-of-atlanta-returns-to-phase-i-covid-19-condition/85-e418b7af-b07d-4f41-b14d-2bd286ebf811
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/guidance-for-schools.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/guidance-for-schools.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/schools-childcare/schools.html
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/diy-cloth-face-coverings.html
https://dph.georgia.gov/covid-19-individuals-and-families
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/governor-kemp-wearing-masks/85-b1835d12-5bdf-49ac-a8b8-6a421ce2a14e
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/governor-kemp-wearing-masks/85-b1835d12-5bdf-49ac-a8b8-6a421ce2a14e


 

NPR: Trump Wears Mask In Public For First Time During Walter Reed Visit - 
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/07/11/889810926/trump-wears-mas
k-in-public-for-first-time-during-walter-reed-visit 
 
CDC: People of Any Age with Underlying Medical Conditions - 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-medical-conditi
ons.html 
 
NCBI: Closure of schools during an influenza pandemic - 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7106429/ 
 
WAAY 31 ABC: PARENTS OF CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL NEEDS HAVE 
CONCERNS ABOUT SCHOOL THIS FALL - 
https://www.waaytv.com/content/news/Parents-of-children-with-special-needs-have-concerns-ab
out-school-this-Fall-571730191.html 
 
New York Times: ‘I Don’t Want to Go Back’: Many Teachers Are Fearful and Angry Over 
Pressure to Return - https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/11/us/virus-teachers-classrooms.html 
 
WTXL 27 ABC: More than 11,000 children test positive for coronavirus in Florida -  
https://www.wtxl.com/news/coronavirus/more-than-11-000-children-test-positive-for-coronaviru
s-in-florida 
 
CNN Health: Texas coronavirus cases top 1,300 from child care facilities alone -  
https://www.cnn.com/2020/07/06/health/texas-coronavirus-cases-child-care-facilities/index.html 
 
Fox Business: Coronavirus forces summer camps across America to close - 
https://www.foxbusiness.com/lifestyle/summer-camps-nationwide-shut-down-by-coronavirus 
 
The Macon Telegraph: 85 kids, counselors infected with coronavirus in YMCA camp 
outbreak, GA officials say - https://www.macon.com/news/coronavirus/article244158667.html 
 
AZ Central: 3 educators battled COVID-19 after teaching in the same room. 1 died. Now, 
they have a warning - 
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-education/2020/07/09/after-arizona-teacher-
kim-byrd-dies-covid-questions-raised-over-school-reopening/5405651002/ 
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