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GUIDANCE ON SCHOOL CLOSURES FOR IN-PERSON INSTRUCTION
(DECISION THRESHOLDS)
Updated November 15, 2021
In August of 2021, after a period of remote instruction, due to the COVID-19
pandemic, K-12 schools in El Paso City-County resumed in-person instruction for the
2021-2022 academic year. Closure of schools, businesses, and other, were part of
community-wide recommendations intended to reduce transmission of SARS-CoV-2,
the virus that causes COVID-19. Since then, the City of El Paso Department of Public
Health (DPH), in close partnership with public and private schools, has periodically
updated its guidance and recommendations on classroom or school closures for inperson instruction in response to COVID-19 outbreaks in schools.
Due to the continuous evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic, recommendations
regarding classroom or school closures and re-opening for in-person instruction are
based on available evidence as well as state and local pandemic trends. The DPH
recommends interventions that should be implemented when a student, teacher or staff
is symptomatic, is in contact with someone infected, or is diagnosed with COVID-19.
This guidance does not intend to substitute schools current COVID-19 safety
plans but rather to serve as a guide for decision-making. Schools are not required to
seek out or receive approval from a state or local public health official; however,
decisions to close schools for in-person learning should be made together by local
officials, including school administrators, school boards, and public health officials in
a manner that is clear and transparent for students, staff, parents, caregivers and
guardians, and the community in general.
The decision to close classrooms or schools for in-person learning will take
place taking into account a number of factors, such as:
•

the importance of in-person education to the social, emotional, and
academic growth and well-being of students;

•

the level of community transmission;
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•
•

number and proportion of COVID-19 confirmed cases identified among
students and staff; and
other indicators that local public health officials use to assess the status of
COVID-19 in their area.

Individual classroom or school closures are recommended based on the reported
number of cases, size and physical layout of the school, percentage of
teacher/students/staff positive for COVID-19, in consultation with the DPH/Local
Health Authority. The DPH/Local Health Authority, in addition, may determine
classroom or school closure is warranted due to other reasons, including results from
public health investigation or other local epidemiological data.
The DPH has designated a special epidemiology team to support schools during
the COVID-19 pandemic. For additional guidance and recommendations please visit
www.epstrong.org
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TABLE 1. GUIDANCE SCHOOL CLOSURE FOR IN-PERSON
INSTRUCTION
GUIDANCE: SYMPTOMS, CLOSE CONTACT,
DIAGNOSIS
Student or Staff
Action
with:
1. COVID-19 Symptoms • Send home
(e.g., fever, cough,
• Recommend testing
loss of taste or smell,
(If Positive follow #3; if
difficulty breathing,
etc.)
Negative, follow #4)

Communication
Notify DPH of
absenteeism from
Influenza-Like Illness
(ILI) or COVID-like
Illness (CLI)

• If student not tested, isolate for

10 Days
2.

3.

Contact (high-risk as
per CDC definition)
with a confirmed
COVID-19 case



If asymptomatic, may attend
school and observe for
symptoms, regardless of
vaccination status



Recommend testing 3-5 days
after high-risk exposure

Confirmed COVID- • Notify DPH
19 (student or
• Isolate case and exclude from
teacher)
school for 10 days from
symptom onset or test date
• Recommend testing of high-risk

Notify DPH of any
positive test results

Notify DPH
School community
is notified of a confirmed
case as per school
protocol

contacts 3-5 days after exposure
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4.

Tests negative
after symptoms

May return to school, if:

No further action needed

Fever free for ≥24 hrs., without
the use of a fever reducing
medication and symptoms have
improved.

CRITERIA FOR CLASSROOM AND GRADE CLOSURE:
5. Criteria for closing a Classroom:
Classroom and/or
≥15% of class positive, or in
Grade
small classrooms (≤15 students)
≥3 positive cases

School community
is notified of a confirmed
case as per school
protocol

Classroom will be closed for at
least 3 days, initially, but if new
cases are confirmed within the
classroom with those 3 days, up to
10 days is recommended.
During those 3 days, close for
cleaning and disinfection, and case
investigation.
Testing of high-risk contacts
recommended 3-5 days after
exposure.
Asymptomatic students/teachers
who have a negative test may
return once disinfection is
completed.
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Grade:
≥15% of grade-level students
positive or in small classrooms
(≤15 students) ≥3 positive cases
in more than 3 classrooms
Close 3 days for cleaning and
disinfection, and case
investigation.
Testing of high-risk contacts
recommended 3-5 days after
exposure.
Asymptomatic students/teachers
who have a negative test may
return once disinfection is
completed.

CRITERIA FOR SCHOOL CLOSURE:
6.

Criteria for
closing a
school

≥10% cases in school (may include students and teachers)
testing positive = School should close initially for 3 days and
if more positive cases are identified, then up to 10 days is
recommended
School may reopen after 10 days as stated under Thresholds for
School/District Closure.

If a school is
closed for inperson
The level of community transmission and other public health
learning,
indicators will dictate if the school must conduct distance
when may it
learning only and the amount of time.
reopen?
CRITERIA FOR CLOSING A SCHOOL DISTRICT:
7.

8.

A superintendent should consider closing a school district if ≥25% of all schools
in a district have closed.
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CRITERIA FOR REOPENING A SCHOOL DISTRICT:
Districts may reopen after 10 days, in consultation with the DPH/Local Health
Authority.

9.

The level of community transmission and other public health indicators will
dictate if the school must conduct distance learning only and the amount of time.
GUIDANCE ONCE RE-OPENED TO IN-PERSON INSTRUCTION:
10.

If school or school district reopens to in-person instruction
Schools should continue monitoring students/teachers/staff for increase COVID19 activity within schools.
Testing is recommended on symptomatic individuals, high risk exposures and
other individuals as determined by DPH.

TESTING
11.

Who should be tested and how often?


Testing is recommended for symptomatic individuals and high risk contacts. .
PCR is the preferred test. If an antigen test is performed, and result is positive,
it will be considered as a confirmed case.



If result of an antigen test is negative, and the individual is symptomatic, then a
PCR test will be required.



Testing should be performed on symptomatic individuals at onset of symptoms
or on asymptomatic individuals 3-5 days after exposure.
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THRESHOLDS FOR SCHOOL/DISTRICT CLOSURE AND REOPENING:
Thresholds for school closures:
Individual school closure may be appropriate when there are multiple cases in
multiple classrooms/grades at a school or when at least 10% or more of the total
number of teacher/student/staff are confirmed cases within a school and within a 14day period.
Decision-making on school closure may be done in consultation with the DPH/LHA.
Thresholds for closing a school district is as follows:
District closure should be considered, in consultation with the DPH/LHA, if 25% or
more of schools within their district have closed due to COVID-19 positive cases
within a 14-day period.
Thresholds for reopening of school districts and individual schools:
School Districts and individual schools may be considered for reopening after 10days
from closure, in consultation with the DPH/LHA, provided that no more than 10% of
new COVID-19 cases have been reported within a 10-day period from initial closure.
Other factors to be considered are the level of community transmission,
hospitalization due to COVID-19, etc., as reflected by the El Paso City-County
Scorecard located at www.epstrong.org
Other factors to consider:
Absenteeism of 15% or more due Influenza-Like Illness (ILI) or COVID-like illness
(CLI) should consult with DPH for next steps, to include considering grade level or
school closure.
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