
Oneida County Schools COVID Task Force (OCCTF) 
Meeting Minutes 

December 16, 2020 
 

Present: 

 

Superintendent Jason Evangelist – Holland Patent 

Superintendent Robert Nole – New Hartford 

Superintendent Joanne Shelmidine – New York Mills 

Superintendent Timothy Gaffney – Oriskany 

Superintendent Ronald Wheelock – Sauquoit Valley 

Superintendent Bruce Karam – Utica  

Superintendent Dr. Kathleen Davis – Waterville 

Superintendent Rocco Migliori – Westmoreland 

Director of PR/Communications Shaun Kaleta – Westmoreland 

 

Missing: 

 

None 

 

Start of Meeting 

 

The meeting was commenced by Superintendent Migliori of Westmoreland at 10:00 a.m. via 

Google Meet. 

 

Superintendent Migliori started by reviewing the timeline of events that led to the creation of the 

OCCTF and its intent – a unified voice for public schools in Oneida County navigating the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The OCCTF feels it is important to have unified positions on various 

issues – both proactively and reactively – when working with local, county and state 

officials/leaders. A collaborative approach will best represent the interests of students and staff. 

 

The Oneida-Herkimer-Madison (OHM) BOCES and some public schools in Oneida County 

chose not to participate in the OCCTF. 

 

In-person Instruction 

 

The OCCTF strongly believes in-person instruction is the best method of instruction. The 

OCCTF acknowledged the recent influx in positive COVID-19 cases makes it more difficult for 

schools to remain open to in-person instruction, but said there are so many other causes/factors 

for school closures. Other causes/factors include the quarantining of individuals and resulting 

staff shortages, size of student enrollment, number of teachers and transportation. 

 

News Release 

 

A news release drafted by Shaun Kaleta about the establishment of the OCCTF, and sent to 

OCCTF members prior to the meeting, was discussed.  



 

Each superintendent liked the idea of sending out a news release and was satisfied with the way 

it was written. Superintendent Karam of Utica said he would like to add to his quote, and would 

email his addition to Superintendent Migliori and Shaun Kaleta. 

 

Shaun Kaleta said after receiving Superintendent Karam’s new quote and approval from Oneida 

County Executive Anthony Picente for his quote, he would send everyone an updated/final 

version for review. Shaun Kaleta asked that each superintendent post the news release on their 

respective school website and reference it in future communications with their school 

community. 

 

Testing 

 

The OCCTF discussed COVID-19 testing extensively. 

 

Parts of Oneida County were designated as a “yellow zone” on December 14. Consequently, and 

per state protocols, schools in the “yellow zone” must test 20 percent of their student population 

and 20 percent of their staff population within two weeks of the designation to potentially remain 

open to in-person instruction or to be eligible to be open for in-person instruction. Schools in the 

“yellow zone” will receive free test kits from New York State. 

 

If the testing results reveal the positivity rate among the 20 percent of those tested is lower than 

the “yellow zone’s” current seven-day positivity rate, testing will not be required to continue.  

 

If the testing results reveal the positivity rate among the 20 percent of those tested is higher than 

the “yellow zone’s” current seven-day positivity rate, a school district must test 20 percent of its 

students, faculty and staff on a bi-weekly basis for in-person instruction to continue. 

 

The “yellow zone” is part of a broader “micro-cluster” strategy by New York State. When 

announced, there were three zones: 

 

Yellow – positivity rate of 3 percent or higher 

Orange – positivity rate of 4 percent or higher 

Red – positivity rate of 5 percent or higher 

 

The OCCTF discussed why it took so long for parts of Oneida County to be designated a “yellow 

zone,” as the positivity rate has been well over 3 percent for several weeks. It was stated that 

“Governor Cuomo said he set the original benchmarks artificially low and has moved the goal 

posts.” 

 

Holland Patent, Sauquoit and Waterville are not in the “yellow zone.” Superintendent Evangelist 

of Holland Patent stated his district would be proceeding as if testing needs to occur. 

Superintendent Migliori of Westmoreland stated his district is testing 20 percent of staff on 

January 4, with the reopening of in-person instruction scheduled for January 11. 

 



Other than the Utica City School District, barring no changes, OCCTF member schools have 

plans to reopen to in-person instruction on January 4, 11 or 18. 

 

Several unknowns regarding testing were discussed. More specifically: 

 

-If you test too early, how valid are the results? 

 

-How does a school district test within the two-week period if instruction is remote and 

students/staff are not in buildings? 

 

-What if remote instruction is extended; does that change the two-week requirement? 

 

The OCCTF agreed it needed to discuss the logistics of testing further and find out more 

information. It invited a representative from the Ferrara Law Firm to participate in its next 

meeting to provide legal counsel and additional insight on the matter. 

 

Athletics 

 

The OCCTF also discussed the feasibility of athletics, specifically winter sports. 

 

Superintendent Wheelock of Sauquoit informed the OCCTF his district decided to cancel its 

2020-21 winter sports season due to rising case numbers throughout the area, as well as the 

higher risk of playing sports indoors; the district will consider offering some form of intramurals. 

Other OCCTF member schools indicated they have not yet cancelled winter sports, but realize it 

is a strong possibility after the New York State Public High School Athletic Association 

announced the cancellation of all 2021 Winter State Championships and the postponement of all 

high-risk sports until authorization is granted by state officials (other reasons referenced by 

Superintendent Wheelock). 

 

As opposed to fall and spring sports, the OCCTF acknowledged it would be more challenging to 

have winter sports due to practices and games being indoors. The OCCTF also agreed the winter 

sports season carries more risk. 

 

Like testing, there are still many questions surrounding winter sports. More specifically: 

 

-Can teams still practice and play games if school is closed to in-person instruction and operating 

remotely? 

 

-If a school is forced to transition from in-person instruction to remote instruction, can practices 

and games continue?   

 

Snow Days 

 

Now that remote instruction has become more of a norm, the OCCTF briefly discussed the use of 

snow days. Some OCCTF member schools have decided to use traditional snow days, while 

others have decided to proceed with remote instruction in the event of inclement weather. 



 

Next Meeting 

 

The next meeting of the OCCTF is scheduled for Monday, December 21, from 1:00-2:00 p.m., 

via Google Meet. Superintendent Migliori of Westmoreland will send out the meeting invite. 

 

The meeting agenda will focus on testing logistics and the feasibility of winter sports. The 

OCCTF invited a representative from the Ferrara Law Firm and Jessica Fletcher of the OHM 

BOCES to participate in the discussion on both topics. 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

Shaun Kaleta 

Director of PR/Communications – Westmoreland 

 

 

 

 

 


