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Schools can use COVID shutdown to plan for 
21st-century education 

By Kevin Woods 

 
Immediately following the announcement of 
the first case of COVID-19 in Shelby County, 
Superintendent Joris Ray and the Shelby 
County Schools Board of Education took 
decisive action to protect the welfare of 
students and employees by closing school 
buildings early. 

The response of our school leaders and 
teachers should be commended as they 
support students during this crisis even 
while trying to address the needs of their own 
families. Yet as weeks now turn to months, 
with only “essential” businesses open, we 
must remind ourselves just how essential 
education is. 

Before COVID-19 was the new normal, we 
were touting our education 
accomplishments as a state and here in 
Shelby County. SCS graduation rates have 
increased to record levels. More students 
than ever have participated in high-quality 
pre-K programs, increasing the number of 
kindergartners who arrive at schools ready 
to learn. And we have strengthened our 
teacher talent force. 

It is imperative that we do not lose ground on 
these improvements as we continue to 
address the structural challenges our 
schools and students face. 

Over the next 18 months, both adults and 
students must maximize this opportunity for 
a new way of learning. We must retool our 
systems, not just for this crisis, but for the 
future. Dr. Ray and the SCS board are making 
a public push for 1:1 digital device deployment 
for all students and teachers within Shelby 
County Schools. This has the potential to be a 
huge educational win for students. 

Even as we re-imagine and advocate for 21st-
century facilities, we must do so knowing that 
learning can no longer be contained in the 
four walls of a classroom, nor should it. The 
impact of COVID-19 should guide critical 
decisions on how we allocate our limited 
resources. 

We must partner with the state of Tennessee 
so that as federal resources become 
available they are used strategically, 
equitably, and reflect the needs of our 
students.  

School boards should continue to assure 
students’ safety, but we must also ensure 
their academic success. Here are some 
short-term priorities for school boards to 
address: 

1. Continue to make sure families have the 
resources they need – food, digital access, 
computers, unemployment benefits, housing 
security. 

2. Through policy and budget allocation, 
consider all options to expand learning 
opportunities to mitigate lost school time – 
with early childhood education, community 
partners, after-school programs, virtual 
learning. 

3. Provide enhanced supports for high school 
students to stay on track for matriculation 
toward college or employment. 

4. Convene a COVID-19 Education Task Force 
focused on retooling our education systems 
for the future. 

As government officials work to provide 
lifesaving protective equipment to first 
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responders, and health care professionals 
provide medical equipment to COVID-19 
patients, our community’s response to 
educate students in this moment is just as 
important for their long-term trajectory 
towards a healthy life. 

Getting this essential operation back up and 
running even better than before must be 
everyone’s priority. 

Our students and teachers need the 
infrastructure and equipment to connect 
meaningfully during this uncertain period. We 
need to become comfortable with the idea 
that things may never return to the way they 
were. We should turn this challenge into an 
opportunity to create what is needed for a 
high-quality 21st century education. 

 

Kevin Woods is a Shelby County Schools Board 
Member representing District 4. 


