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To:  Education Alliance of Colorado (EAC) 

From:  Susan Wheelan, Public Health Director 

Re:  COVID-19 Response and School Guidance Planning 

Date:  November 17, 2021 

I value your insight and appreciated the opportunity to hear your concerns and considerations as we have 

planned to transition to sustainable targeted mitigation strategies in this next phase of the response as 

outlined in the updated COVID-19 guidance for schools, which will be effective Dec. 18 for child care and 

K-12 schools. As a local public health director, I am often faced with balancing local public health disease 

prevention needs with a variety of factors, to include local disease metrics, local hospital system capacity, 

state disease mitigation requirements and input from trusted school community leaders regarding school 

interests. Throughout the pandemic, I have focused on collaboration, working with trusted leaders to gain 

the highest levels of cooperation with my top priority being the health and safety of our local community.    

  

During the past 20-plus months, my team has steadfastly and thoughtfully partnered with schools, educational 

leaders, Pikes Peak Area Superintendents Association (PPASA), Education Alliance of Colorado (EAC) and 

the El Paso County Board of Health. I have consistently and publicly stated as the local public health director, 

I will follow the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the Colorado Department of Public 

Health and Environment’s (CDPHE) school guidance and requirements. Throughout the pandemic, El Paso 

County Public Health (EPCPH) has adopted CDPHE’s school guidance.    

  

In early October, I asked for volunteers from the PPASA to provide input and to help me develop future 

school COVID-19 response plans with the goal of narrowing in on sustainable targeted mitigation strategies 

for the next phase of COVID-19 response. Shortly after this workgroup was formed, CDPHE informed local 

public health directors that CDPHE’s school guidance was no longer required statewide. After much 

thought and input, I made the decision to continue to adopt and locally require CDPHE’s school guidance 

after I was made aware of CDPHE’s position. Committed to transparency, I shared this decision regarding 

the CDPHE announcement and provided my direction to maintain current school guidance, while 

concurrently reevaluating potential changes to local requirements. As part of this process, I gained feedback 

from local superintendents and EAC leadership, listening to and carefully assessing concerns and needs.  

 

I, along with our policy board, remain committed to making decisions informed by local data, evidence-

based practices and trends. I made the decision to continue to require CDPHE’s guidance based on several 

factors, which include but are not limited to:  

• Colorado continues to see high levels of COVID-19 circulating throughout the state. In a 

national comparison of seven-day incidence across states, Colorado has the 10th highest 

incidence in the nation.i   

 



 

 
 

 

• El Paso County COVID-19 disease metrics remain at an elevated level in November in both 

incidence and test positivity (379.7 cases per 100,000 and 12.36 percent positivity as of Nov. 

16).  
o Unlike the 2020-21 school year, this school year the dominant strain of COVID-19 is the 

more transmissible Delta variant. 

▪ In mid-August, coinciding with the return to in-person education, El Paso 

County experienced a rapid increase in cases in school-age children with case 

rates exceeding that of other age groups (see Figure 1 below). 

▪ School-age children (5-17 years) are experiencing a higher COVID-19 incidence 

than the adult (18+) population.  

• The current surge in COVID-19 has increased strain on local hospital capacity. As a result, 

hospitals have made the difficult decision to limit non-emergent surgeries and procedures as 

acute care settings divert staff and resources to provide care to the influx of COVID-19 positive 

patients. 

• Based on modeling from the University of Colorado and CDPHE, the current fall surge of 

COVID-19 is expected to continue through late December and early January, and we do not 

anticipate substantive improvements to our local incidence, hospitalizations nor acute care 

capacity until early next year. 



 

• COVID-19 vaccines are now available for children ages 5-11, and clinics for this age group 

began Friday, Nov. 5. This is a critical development. Parents will have the opportunity to 

vaccinate their children who attend local schools should they choose to; however, it will take 

time for students in this group to complete the vaccination series, which consists of two doses 

given a minimum of 21 days apart. Individuals are considered fully vaccinated two weeks after 

receiving their second dose of the vaccination series.ii  
o Between Nov. 5 and Nov. 15, approximately 5,100 (7.6 percent) of children in the 5-11 

age group in El Paso County have received the first dose of the vaccine. 

o The vaccines are safe and effective, and according to clinical trial data, are nearly 91 

percent effective in preventing COVID-19 among children aged 5-11 years.iii  
o According to the CDC, COVID-19 vaccines have undergone—and will continue to 

undergo—the most intensive safety monitoring in U.S. history.iv The availability of 

vaccines for this age group will help protect children from COVID-19 and reduce the 

risk of severe disease, hospitalization, or developing long-term COVID-19 

complications. 

o Families and parents are encouraged to consult with their trusted pediatrician or health 

care provider to inform decisions regarding vaccination of their child. 

o As this age group is newly eligible for vaccine, EPCPH is reducing barriers by offering 

large-scale vaccination clinics as well as multiple mobile vaccination events, including 

flexible hours and clinics in the evenings and on weekends. Clinics throughout the 

region, including Children’s Hospital Colorado and the Citadel and Chapel Hills sites 

are widely publicized on the EPCPH website, social media and other platforms. 
 

 

Figure 1: COVID-19 incidence by age groups in El Paso County 

 

 
 

As we work to lower the disease burden of COVID-19 in El Paso County, it’s imperative to utilize 

prevention measures that will support the sustainability of in-person education. Quarantine (the 

exclusion of exposed individuals who have the potential to further spread COVID-19 in community 

settings), remains one of the best prevention tools available. Quarantine is a foundational infectious 



 

disease tool which is highly effective at disrupting the transmission of a myriad of communicable 

diseases, including COVID-19.  

 

Existing school guidance is anticipated to remain in effect through Dec. 17, when many schools in 

the Pikes Peak region begin winter break. On Dec. 18, new school guidance/requirements will go 

into effect. In the interim, EPCPH will work closely with school partners to transition and prepare 

for implementation, including developing standard communication documents, template letters and 

coordinating technical assistance and training related to anticipated guidance changes. The 

following required targeted mitigation practices are anticipated to be required in the updated school 

guidance effective Dec. 18: 

• Isolation of ill individuals with COVID-19  

• Cases will be required to isolate until all three of the following criteria have been 

met: 
• 10 days have passed from the symptom onset date (or date of positive test if 

asymptomatic or symptom onset date is unknown); 
• AND fever-free for 24 hours without the use of fever-reducing medicine; 
• AND improvement in symptoms. 

• Targeted quarantine orders for: 

• High-risk contacts to include household members who are at increased risk of 

becoming COVID-19 positive.   

• In response to outbreaks and areas of high concern. 

• Case and outbreak reporting by school officials to local public health as required by 6 CCR 

1009-1. 
 

The anticipated timeline allows for adequate time to prepare for successful implementation, time for 

the current COVID-19 surge to slow, and time for families with children in the 5-11 age group to 

consult with their health care provider and seek vaccination should they choose.   

 

EPCPH will continue to monitor disease metrics and patterns in El Paso County to inform decisions 

related to the release of the new guidance and implementation plans. Routine communication and 

meetings with school leadership will remain a priority for my team to support an informed and 

coordinated response in El Paso County. 

 

Thank you again for your time, contributions, and hard work in support of our shared responsibility 

for the health, safety and well-being of students, families, school staff and the community at large. 

As always, I welcome your suggestions and encourage you to continue to reach out to me with your 

questions and concerns as we move through this process.   

 
 

i Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. COVID-19 Data Tracker. https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-

tracker/#cases_casesper100klast7days  
ii Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, When You’ve Been Fully Vaccinated. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/fully-vaccinated.html  
iii Vaccines and Related Biological Products Advisory Committee October 26, 2021 Meeting Document. 

https://www.fda.gov/media/153409/download.  
iv Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Ensuring COVID-19 Vaccine Safety in the US. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/safety.html.  

https://www.sos.state.co.us/CCR/GenerateRulePdf.do?ruleVersionId=8099&fileName=6%20CCR%201009-1
https://www.sos.state.co.us/CCR/GenerateRulePdf.do?ruleVersionId=8099&fileName=6%20CCR%201009-1
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#cases_casesper100klast7days
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#cases_casesper100klast7days
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/fully-vaccinated.html
https://www.fda.gov/media/153409/download
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/safety.html

