
  
Update   from   the   Superintendent   

  
To: Parents   and   Guardians   

From:   Bill   Husfelt,   Superintendent   

Date:   November   1,   2020   

  
“Joey”   is   a   cute   fourth   grader   who   loves   school   and   wants   to   learn.   Joey,   his   sibling   and   parents   
have   been   living   in   a   camper   since   his   family’s   housing   was   lost   during   Hurricane   Michael.   
Because   of   regulations   involving   where   campers   can   be   parked,   and   the   availability   of   safe   
places   to   park,   Joey   and   his   sibling   have   been   almost   constantly   on   the   move   since   October   of   
2018   and   he’s   been   in   five   different   schools   since   then.   Joey   and   his   sibling   are   real   students   in   
Bay   District   Schools   and   their   story,   unfortunately,   is   not   as   unique   as   we   would   wish   …   
hundreds   of   children   have   been   almost   constantly   on   the   move   since   the   hurricane   ravaged   our   
community.   

No   doubt   Joey’s   teachers   have   endeavored   to   do   their   best   to   keep   his   education   moving   
forward   and   I   know   that   our   BDS   Homeless   Liaisons   have   worked   tirelessly   to   try   to   help   this   
family   but   consider   for   a   moment,   if   you   will,   the   disruption   that   this   instability   must   be   causing   
for   Joey   and   his   sibling.   Think   about   five   first   days   of   school,   five   experiences   as   “the   new   kid”,   
five   different   teachers   to   meet   and   five   new   sets   of   friends   to   make.   

And   then   multiply   that   by   hundreds,   if   not   thousands,   to   get   a   fuller   picture   of   what   the   children   
in   our   community   are   facing.   Before   the   storm,   we   had   about   780   students   who   met   the   federal   
definition   of   being   homeless   (no   fixed   address   of   their   own)   and   after   the   storm   that   number   
rose   as   high   as   5,500.    Currently,   because   we   begin   counting   anew   each   year,   our   teams   have   
identified   about   1049   students   who   are   considered   homeless   and   those   team   members   are   
dedicated   to   helping   these   families   find   secure   housing.   

But   I’d   also   like   you   to   think   about   the   impact   this   mobility,   and   instability,   has   on   our   
classrooms.   As   a   result   of   Covid-19   and   the   difficult   demands   of   providing   online   and   in-person   
learning,   I   think   it’s   fair   to   say   that   ALL   teachers   are   kind   of   like   first-year   teachers   this   year.   All   
of   them   are   being   asked   to   do   things   we’ve   never   asked   of   them   before   and   all   of   them   are   
balancing   new   demands   on   their   time,   new   job   responsibilities   and   the   challenges   of   navigating   
digital   learning   platforms.   Educators   are   managing   all   of   this   while   also   balancing   legitimate   
concerns   for   their   health   and   the   health   of   vulnerable   family   members.   

Of   course,   this   isn’t   just   happening   here,   it’s   happening   across   the   country.   I   must   admit   that   I   
am   sort   of   grateful   that   educators   across   the   country   and   the   world   are   getting   a   glimpse   of   what   
our   educators   have   been   dealing   with   since   Hurricane   Michael.   Since   the   storm,   our   educational   



process   and   our   norms   have   been   disrupted   and   that’s   unsettling   for   even   the   most   veteran   
educators.   The   pandemic   really   dealt   us   a   double   whammy   blow,   adding   confusion,   health   and   
financial   concerns   to   already   over   scheduled   lives.   

For   the   third   school   year   in   a   row,   our   stakeholders   are   being   asked   to   be   flexible,   creative,   
dedicated   and   passionate   while   also   balancing   overwhelming   personal   and   professional   
responsibilities.   For   three   school   years,   our   folks   have   continued   to   step   up.   

It’s   time   now,   for   state   and   federal   leaders   to   grant   our   educational   systems   some   relief.   Last   
year,   the   state   waived   the   standardized   testing   for   students   and   the   evaluation   requirements   for   
teachers.   That   was   the   right   and   appropriate   thing   to   do.   

Given   the   disruptions   we’re   currently   facing,   it   is   again   the   right   thing   to   do.   I   know   that   I   join   all   
Florida   Superintendents   in   having   faith   that   DOE   Commissioner   Corcoran   will   show   students   
and   teachers   grace   and   compassion   in   waiving   this   year’s   testing   and   evaluation   requirements.   
We   ask   this   not   because   we’re   worried   that   our   educators   aren’t   doing   all   they   can   to   ensure   
students   make   educational   progress;   we   ask   this   because   it’s   simply   logical.   

Families   that   were   gaining   back   some   sense   of   stability   post   storm   have   been,   once   again,   
thrust   into   disarray   with   income   lost   due   to   Covid-19.   Our   homeless   team   is   working   with   
another   family   where   the   child   is   living   with   one   family   while   the   mother   stays   with   different   
friends   each   evening.   She   lost   her   job   as   a   result   of   Covid-19   and   has   been   unable   to   get   back   
on   her   feet.   

That   student,   and   all   others   in   similar   situations,   needs   so   much   more   than   just   “reading,   writing   
and   arithmetic”   from   our   schools.   We’re   doing   all   we   can   to   deliver   those   support   services   but   
we’ve   also   got   to   acknowledge   the   toll   that   takes   on   our   educators.   It   takes   time   and   resources   
for   the   school   to   do   laundry   for   the   student   (most   of   our   schools   now   have   washers   and   dryers   
so   they   can   provide   this   service   where   needed),   to   provide   clothing,   to   send   home   extra   food,   to   
ensure   that   these   students   do   not   suffer   any   consequences   as   a   result   of   their   transient   
lifestyles.   

We   must   acknowledge   this   extra   tasking   for   our   staff   and   understand   that   something   in   this   
system   has   to   give.   That   something,   this   year,   should   be   the   required   testing   and   teacher   
evaluation   process.   Our   teachers,   who   are   teaching   online   lessons   for   the   first   time   in   their   lives,   
cannot   be   held   accountable   for   students   who   are   learning   in   less   than   desirable   circumstances.   
Our   teachers   cannot   be   held   accountable   for   students   who   are   signed   up   for   remote   learning   
but   are   not   logging   in   due   to   a   lack   of   parental   support   and   supervision.   Our   teachers   cannot   be   
held   accountable   for   the   learning   of   students   who   have   lost   their   stability   due   to   a   hurricane   or   a   
pandemic.   

And,   likewise,   our   students   should   be   held   harmless   from   testing   that   occurs   in   yet   another   
disrupted   year.   Think   about   our   second   graders   …   their   kindergarten   year   was   disrupted   by   the   
storm,   their   first   grade   year   ended   in   March   as   a   result   of   the   pandemic   and   now   their   second   
grade   year   may   look   VERY   different   than   usual   as   a   result   of   quarantines,   remote   learning   and   
the   financial   loss   associated   with   Covid-19.   



This   isn’t,   unfortunately,   a   decision   that   can   be   made   locally   but   it’s   definitely   on   our   radar   and   
we’re   working   closely   with   our   state   leaders   to   ensure   they   completely   understand   the  
challenges   we   continue   to   face   and   the   amazing   ways   in   which   our   educators   continue   to   meet   
the   needs   of   their   students.     

Please,   as   you   have   time,   take   a   moment   to   thank   an   educator   who   is   making   a   difference   in   
the   life   of   your   student   and   in   our   community.   

Stay   safe   and   God   bless!   

  

  


