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Academic Policies for Return to School 2020: Frequently 

Asked Questions  

This document provides current information about ways in which New York State and New York City academic 

policies apply for the return to school in fall 2020. This document will be updated as new information is 

available. Where applicable, the questions below link to additional guidance documents that further expand 

on these policies. Further information from the the New York State Education Department (NYSED) can be 

found in the Reopening Guidance.  

This document and the related resources are available on the academic policy resources page. For questions 

and support, contact your academic policy and systems lead.  
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Program Requirements 

1. Must schools meet the unit of study requirements for 2020-21? 

The New York State Education Department has issued guidance providing flexibility for courses that 

previously required specific units of study, including all credit-bearing courses. A unit of study has 

previously been defined as 180 minutes per week throughout the school year, or the equivalent of 54 

hours per credit for high school. For information about which subjects require specific units of study, see 

the Middle School and High School Academic Policy Guides.  

During 2020-21, schools must use 180 minutes per week (or 54 hours per credit) as a benchmark for 

comparison when designing and delivering instruction aligned to the learning standards. Principals must 

ensure that the instructional experiences as a whole are comparable in rigor, scope, and magnitude to 

those provided during a traditionally delivered unit of study of 180 minutes per week. Instructional 

experiences are not defined solely as a student’s time in front of a teacher or in front of a screen and may 

include time engaged in standards-based learning under the guidance and direction of a teacher. Schools 

are not required to deliver exactly 180 minutes per week (54 hours per credit) for required units of study.  

2. How do high schools award course credits in 2020-21? 

If students meet the learning outcomes for a unit of study by earning a passing final grade, they must 

receive credit for that course. See question 1 regarding unit of study requirements.  

3. Can schools offer fully remote courses?  

Yes. Courses may be offered as fully remote courses for a variety of reasons, including but not limited to 

the following: 

• The teacher is working remotely and is not able to deliver in-person instruction, in alignment with 

applicable labor guidelines.  
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• The student is learning entirely remotely based on family preference and does not participate in 

in-person instruction. Such students may—but are not required to—be grouped together to form 

a fully remote class.  

• The principal has determined that offering a specific course fully remotely is optimal and 

instructionally appropriate given the scheduling needs of the school.  

Principals must carefully weigh the decision to provide fully remote courses to ensure that the course can 

still be delivered with comparable scope and rigor to a traditional course. Considerations for offering fully 

remote courses must include the following: 

• The extent to which the learning experiences required in the course can be readily adapted to a fully 

remote learning environment, 

• The extent to which students have access to materials, technology, and supports needed to be 

successfully in a fully remote learning environment for an entire course,  

• The extent to which the school has prepared students to be successful in a fully remote course, 

including pre-requisite academic experiences and learning habits, and 

• The extent to which each student’s overall academic program incorporates remote learning 

experience to meet their individual needs.   

All courses—whether fully remote, in-person, or a combination—must include synchronous learning time, 

in which the teacher provides instruction at a specified day and time, and students participate either in-

person or remotely. 

See question 4 regarding asynchronous learning.   

4. Can schools offer fully asynchronous courses? 

No. All courses must include synchronous time, whether student(s) or teacher(s) are in-person or remote. 

Synchronous learning occurs as on a specific day and time and is directed by the teacher. Asynchronous 

learning time is time students spend independently to complete assigned work. The principal determines 

the proportion of synchronous learning time in the courses and subjects offered at the school in order to 

meet the unit of study requirements as described in question 1.  

5. What are the expectations for science labs? 

In a virtual environment, emphasis should be placed on the quality of the experience and the satisfactory 

completion of each laboratory experience rather than the time spent in completing such laboratory 

experience. Any student who has completed all laboratory experiences in accordance with teacher 

expectations shall be deemed to have met the requirement. Schools should use the 1,200 minutes of 

traditionally required lab experiences as a benchmark for ensuring that lab experiences are of comparable 

scope and rigor. Schools may satisfy the laboratory requirement for science courses designed to culminate 

in a Regents exam through any combination of hands-on and virtual laboratory experiences, including all-

virtual labs, provided that students complete satisfactory lab reports.  



 
 

Updated September 8, 2020 Page 3 

Existing policies apply regarding recording science labs on student transcripts as described in the High 

School Academic Policy Guide. Schools must count laboratory experiences completed previously, including 

during summer school 2020,1 in determining whether students have met laboratory requirements. 

6. What are the expectations for meeting physical education requirements? 

As prior to remote learning, schools must provide physical education to all students in grades K-12. Schools 

must prioritize physical education instruction equally alongside all other required academic subjects. 

Schools have the same flexibilities described in question 1 for the required units of study for physical 

education. Schools must ensure that physical education courses are of comparable scope and rigor to those 

traditionally offered but are not required to meet the exact instructional time requirements. Similarly, 

while schools are not expected to meet the traditional frequency requirements (times per week) in 2020-

21, they should use the traditional models as a benchmark for comparison in designing schedules.  

7. What are the expectations for meeting arts requirements? 

As prior to remote learning, schools must provide units of study in the arts as described in the Elementary 

School, Middle School, and High School Academic Policy Guides. Schools must prioritize arts instruction 

equally alongside all other required academic subjects. Schools have the same flexibilities described in 

question 1 for the required units of study in the arts. Schools must ensure that arts courses are of 

comparable scope and rigor to those traditionally offered but are not required to meet the exact 

instructional time requirements. 

8. What are the expectations for meeting English as a New Language requirements? 

As prior to remote learning, schools must provide all English Language Learners with the required units of 

study in English as a New Language (ENL) and/or the components of a Bilingual Education program in 

alignment with Commissioner’s Regulation Part 154. Schools have the same flexibilities described in 

question 1 for the required units of study of ENL and the components of a Bilingual Education program. 

Schools must ensure that ENL and Bilingual Education components (i.e., Bilingual content area courses and 

Home Language Arts) are of comparable scope and rigor to those traditionally offered but are not required 

to meet the exact instructional time requirements. 

9. How will the remote learning programming models be reflected in STARS? 

Guidance on programming students in STARS, including how to reflect in person and remote learning 

experiences, is forthcoming.  

10. Can schools program students for a day consisting partially of in-person instruction and partially of 

remote instruction (e.g., students return home after a half-day of in-person instruction to resume 

remote instruction for the remainder of the day)? (Added August 31, 2020) 

Schools should program in a manner that support their approved programming model. Schools must 

schedule students for a full program of courses which is comparable in scope, rigor, and magnitude to 

those traditionally provided at the school. As an exception, high school students who are in their fifth year 

of high school or beyond may be programmed for a day of instruction consisting of only those courses 

needed to graduate. To the extent possible, school programs should be designed to offer entirely in-person 

and entirely remote days for students participating in blended learning, in alignment with the school’s 

 

1 Science labs were offered only in Living Environment during summer school 2020.  
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approved programming model. Schools wishing to split days between in-person and remote instruction for 

specific students must consider the following: 

• Whether the overall distribution of in-person and remote instructional time for each academic 

subject is sufficient to meet students’ academic needs; 

• The extent to which student travel may result in the loss of instructional time in the transition 

between school and home; 

• Students’ readiness to stay engaged in instruction despite a gap in the school day;  

• Operational considerations such as transportation and school meals.  

Principals must consult with their superintendent in making the decision to offer partially in-person days. 

Schools must clearly communicate these expectations to families as far in advance of the first day of school 

as possible. 

11. Can I schedule high school seniors for a shortened program? (Added September 8, 2020) 

Students and their families expect students to complete specific courses and experiences in the fourth year 

of high school. Schools must make every effort to schedule all students for a program of study that is 

comparable in scope, rigor, and magnitude to that which students would have received during fully in-

person instruction. 

Schools may use a variety of options to support students in pursuing more rigorous diploma options and 

strengthening their college and career readiness, including: 

• Extended core courses (for example, a fourth year of math or science) 

• Advanced Placement (AP)® courses, International Baccalaureate courses, college-preparatory 

courses, or elective courses 

• Courses at a college, in partnership with the high school 

• Seminars or independent studies where students can research a topic of interest to them 

• Advisory activities to support students in planning for college and careers 

• Other credit-bearing or non-credit bearing experiences that align to students' college and career 

plans and support their social and emotional well-being during remote learning 

Schools should also fully explore the programming flexibilities offered through blended and remote 

learning, including modifying the time spent in-person, synchronously, and asynchronously in specific 

courses based on students' needs. Schools that have explored all these options and still feel it is necessary 

to program seniors for a shortened program must contact their superintendent to discuss their proposed 

program. 

Per existing DOE policy, individual seniors in their fifth year of high school or beyond may be programmed 

for only those courses they need to earn a diploma. All students should have the opportunity to complete 

an academic program that adequately prepares them for their college and career goals.  
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Grading Policy 

12. Which grading policies will apply for the 2020-21 school year?  

As in spring 2020, the DOE will issue grading policy guidance that is responsive to the needs of school 

communities during remote learning. Additional guidance about the 2020-21 grading policy is forthcoming.  

Promotion Policy 

13. How will schools make promotion decisions in 2020-21? 

Schools will continue to base promotion decisions on a holistic review of a student’s body of work during 

remote learning. Additional guidance on the 2020-21 promotion process is forthcoming.  

Graduation Requirements 

14. Will graduation requirements remain the same in 2020-21? 

At this time, course credit and exam requirements for graduation have not changed due to remote 

learning. Schools must count all waived Regents exams from June and August 2020 toward students’ exam 

requirements unless their parents declined this option, as described in the Regents Exam Waiver Guidance. 

Schools must program all students for the required course credits and prepare them for the associated 

Regents exams in 2020-21. Schools should not assume that students will have the option to waive specific 

exam requirements in 2020-21 as they could in 2019-20.  


