Mask Mandates and Remote Learning


​​As children return to school, districts must ensure that children with disabilities continue to receive services, support and specialized instruction to meet their individual educational needs. The Illinois Department of Public Health has adopted CDC guidance for return to school for grades K-12. Governor Pritzker by Executive Order 2021-18 mandated wearing of masks indoors in all P-12 schools in Illinois. According to the Executive Order, the only exceptions are for students that are not “able to medically tolerate a face covering.” 
 
While community members are pressuring schools and districts to ignore the mask mandate, the Executive Order has the force of law, and the mask mandate is not optional. The Illinois State Board of Education has notified schools and Districts that failure to comply with the mask mandate will result in the loss of state recognition.  The Executive Order doesn’t define what “medically able to tolerate a mask” means, but we suggest that families that have children that have a physical or emotional condition or disability that makes them unable to consistently or safely wear a mask obtain a letter from a medical doctor familiar with the child so stating and indicating that the child should not be forced to wear a mask.
 
The Illinois State Board of Education has mandated full, in-person instruction for the 2021-22 school year. Districts may make remote instruction available to persons who have not yet received the vaccine or are not eligible to receive a vaccine and are under quarantine orders by a local health department. Districts may require a letter from a licensed physician or other medical provider that a student has a medical condition that increases the risk of harm of serious complications related to COVID-19. Remote learning plans must be based upon the student's learning needs.
 
Individual Education Programs (IEPs) and 504 Plans must be implemented. Each District is addressing remote learning differently, but for children with disabilities, programming must be individualized. One size fits all is not an appropriate approach and while Districts may utilize third parties to provide remote instruction, it does not alleviate their obligation to provide appropriate, individualized instruction.
 

