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This N.J. school will welcome back its students at 100%
capacity — and is seeking to add more
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Students in action in the Califon public school district in Hunterdon County.Courtesy —
Califon Public School

By Caroline Fassett | NJ Advance Media for NJ.com
With the start of the 2020-2021 school year quickly approaching, a vast number of school
districts across the state are finalizing reopening plans that limit the number of students
allowed in the building at one time because of the coronavirus outbreak.

And one small district is doing the opposite.

The 100-year-old Califon Public School — the only school in the Califon school district in
Hunterdon County — will allow its students to return to school in the fall at 100% capacity,
as its student population currently stands at about 79 people in total, with a 4 to 1 teacher-
to-student ratio.

“Our class size is small,” Superintendent Michele Cone said. “We are uniquely situated to
bring children back, and still use the CDC and Department of Education guidelines to get
everyone back in.”
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The sole public school in a town with a population hovering around 1,000, the Califon
Public School is not only comfortable with bringing the entire student body back, but is
seeking to build upon its number of existing class numbers.

The district is in the process of reviewing applications to enroll out-of-district students, for
whom the school launched a tuition program last summer.

This program was recently revamped to establish lowered tuition rates of $6,500 for out-
of-district students in grades K through 5, and $7,000 for students in grades 6 through 8.
It also features a 40% sibling discount for students, as well as a loyalty program that
maintains the tuition after three years of enrollment regardless of any fee increases or
advancement to the middle school grades.

According to Cone, the district has seen a growing number of inquiries about the program
in response to the pandemic.

“Whereas small class sizes in the past have been something of a concern in some ways
because you have low enrollment ... now the low enrollment is something that parents are
looking at and saying, ‘Boy, that’s nice. I think I’d like that for my child,‘” Cone said.

Students at the Califon Public School.Courtesy — Califon Public School

Still, in reopening this fall, Califon Public School and all other schools in the state must
follow the guidelines outlined in “The Road Back: Restart and Recovery Plan for
Education,” a report compiled by state education officials that serves as a blueprint for
New Jersey schools preparing for the return of 1.4 million students as the coronavirus
pandemic continues.
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This report instructs each of New Jersey’s 577 public school districts  to devise its own
proposals that meet or exceed the minimum guidelines, which include students remaining
6 feet apart in classrooms and on buses, staggered lunch times, teachers wearing masks,
and both teachers and students being screened for COVID-19 symptoms.

Moreover, Gov. Phil Murphy announced on Friday that all New Jersey school districts
must allow any parents and guardians interested in continuing their children’s education
through all-remote learning the option to do so.

While all students of Califon Public School will be invited to return, Cone confirmed the
district is prepared to abide by Murphy’s announcement on Friday and let any students
who prefer to remain home continue their education in a virtual format.

“If any parent is uncomfortable with sending their children back, they will have virtual
instruction,” Cone said. “And the virtual instruction program here is fantastic. Whether
you’re in-person or virtually, because of the small numbers in this district, the
individualized attention for children is paramount.”

Cone declined to comment on specifics about the school’s reopening prior to the district’s
presentation of its plan to the Board of Education on Thursday. Nonetheless, she shared a
few more details that are being considered, including reduced school day hours and
escalated cleaning procedures.

“There will be some adjustments of our starting days, to allow for people to adapt. And
we’ll be changing some of our normal practices to allow for better social distancing,” Cone
said. “And we do have an increased sanitation schedule and protocols ... to address those
high-use areas — restrooms, hand railings, doorknobs, things like that.”

“I think the overall picture is the low numbers here — the small size of our district— allows
us to do this under the guidance under the Department of Ed. and the CDC,” she added.
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Students creating baskets in the Califon Public School.Courtesy — Califon Public School

She added the staff and faculty members are “excited” to return in the fall.

“I know they can’t wait to see the kids,” Cone said. “They’re a tight-knit community, and
they miss the students.”

In terms of challenges, Cone emphasized her belief that the greatest obstacles for the
district are not those they are currently facing, but those that have yet to come.

“I think some of the challenges will just be the things we need to adapt to, particularly with
social distancing and some of those longstanding things that happen in schools that require
close contact,” Cone said. “There will be some adjustments in all schools with sports
programs, assemblies, and things like that at this time — but what I’ve decided to look at is
where we are right now and not get too far ahead of ourselves.”

Still, Cone confirmed that the creative initiatives and activities offered by the school —
including its entrepreneurial program, community outreach, social-emotional learning and
S.T.E.M. labs — will continue in the fall, albeit in a changed capacity.

“For example, in an innovation lab, children are sharing items. They can’t do that now ... so
we purchased extra materials so students can have their own set of materials rather than
having to share the materials.

“We’ve made adjustments to some of these programs to do them successfully and
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carefully,” Cone explained.

Students working with an instructor in the Califon Public School.Courtesy — Califon Public
School

Cone was just appointed as superintendent of the Califon Public School District earlier this
month. In acknowledging her newness in a role that has changed with the changing times,
she nonetheless expressed her eagerness rather than her trepidation to begin a school year
that will be unlike any other.

“I’m very excited to start as the new superintendent in the district,” Cone said. “This is a
wonderful school, and the dedication of this staff and commitment of parents in this
community is phenomenal.”

“I think because of all of those pieces,” she added, reopening “will be successful.”

Our journalism needs your support. Please subscribe today to NJ.com.

Caroline Fassett may be reached at cfassett@njadvancemedia.com. Tell us your
coronavirus story or send a tip here.

Note to readers: if you purchase something through one of our affiliate links we may earn a
commission.
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