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Parents agonize 

over back-to-

school decisions
By TAMMY WEBBER 

AND STEPHEN GROVES

Associated Press

Joshua Claybourn is leaning 
toward sending his kindergarten 
daughter to in-person classes at a 
private school next month. Holly 
Davis’ sixth-grade daughter will 
learn online, though the family 
has not yet decided what to do for 
school for a teenage daughter who 
requires special accommodations 
for hearing problems and dyslexia 
and another who’s starting college.

As they decide how their 
children will learn this fall amid 
the coronavirus pandemic, these 
parents are anxiously weighing the 
benefits of in-person instruction 
against the risks that schools could 
shut their doors again or that their 
children could contract the virus 
and pass it on.

“To say we are stressed might 
be an understatement,” said Davis, 
of Noblesville, Indiana, whose 
family is self-isolating after one 
of their daughters was exposed 
to COVID-19 at a cross country 
meet. “We’re being forced to make 
impossible decisions.”

By GAIL SCHONTZLER

Chronicle Staff Writer

Bozeman school leaders 
are working hard to get kids 
back into classrooms when 
this school year starts — 
learning face to face with 
their teachers and together 
with their friends — despite 
a surge in coronavirus cases.

Some of the nation’s largest 
school districts are opting 
for online-only instruction. 
But Bozeman educators hope 
they can pull off a back-
to-school start that doesn’t 
mean just back-to-screens.

In many ways it’s a no-win 
situation for Superinten-
dent Bob Connors, head of 
the 7,100-student Bozeman 
School District. Parents 
share their strong and often 
opposing opinions.

“We get it from both sides 
– ‘How dare you go back!’ 
and ‘How dare you not go 
back!’” Connors said.

“We want to be socially 
responsible, and look at 
what’s best for Bozeman, best 
for our staff ’s health and stu-
dents’ health. If we go back 
to the in-person instruc-
tional model, there are risks. 
We want to be sure we’re not 
jeopardizing someone’s life. 
That’s a heavy weight.”

Connors made a signifi-
cant decision last week when 

he announced that students 
and teachers will be wear-
ing face masks when school 
starts Aug. 31.

Masks plus social distanc-
ing are “optimal for reduc-
ing spread of COVID-19 
in schools,” the Bozeman 
school plan says.

America’s public schools 
are under a lot of pressure 
to reopen. President Don-
ald Trump has threatened 
to withhold federal funds if 
schools don’t bring children 
back to their classrooms — 
to help working parents, help 
the economy and help his 
reelection.

Big city districts from 
Seattle and Los Angeles to 
Houston and Atlanta have 
decided their kids won’t start 
the school year with face-
to-face instruction because 
the largely airborne virus is 
spreading out of control.

Yet the American Acad-
emy of Pediatrics has joined 
with two big teachers unions 
and a school superintendents 
association to urge a safe 
return to schools this fall.

Children learn best in the 
classroom, they learn social 
and emotional skills, get 
healthy meals and exercise, 
mental health support, 
school lunches, access to the 
internet and services for kids 
with disabilities, the groups 
said, adding that schools 

help reduce racial and social 
inequality. They called on 
Congress to provide more 
money to ensure schools can 
open safely.

In Bozeman, a survey taken 
by some 4,000 parents found 
85% want schools to reopen.

At the same time, Gallatin 
County has seen its coronavi-
rus cases more than qua-
druple from only 151 on June 
1 to 758 this week.

The upswing began after 
June 1, when Gov. Steve 
Bullock moved Montana into 
phase two of the state reopen-
ing plan, allowing restaurants, 
bars, gyms and other gather-
ing places to open to more 
people. Gallatin County has 
consistently had Montana’s 
highest or second highest 
case numbers.

“My children miss their 
friends, they miss sports, 
they miss their teachers and 
they feel like they don’t have 
anything to look forward 
to,” one mother wrote on the 
Chronicle’s Facebook page.

“I want my son to start kin-
dergarten,” another mother 
wrote, “but I’d rather not put 
him in a place where he can 
easily contract a potentially 
deadly and very infectious 
virus.”

So Bozeman school of-
ficials and many parents want 
schools to open. Can they do 
it safely? And how?

FOUR OPTIONS

All summer Bozeman 
school administrators and 
teachers have been scram-
bling to come up with plans 
so schools can reopen to kids 
on Aug. 31, the first day of 
school for students.

They’ve been working from 
a draft plan that outlines four 
scenarios. Connors intends to 
choose one scenario on Aug. 
7, and bring the plan to School 
Board trustees on Aug. 10.

Yet even that plan could 
change before the first day 
of school, depending on the 
latest data on virus cases, and 
decisions by the governor 
and the Gallatin City-County 
Health Department.

“Right now we’re looking at 
four options,” Connors said.

One option is teaching 
classes 100% online, as hap-
pened after spring break, 
when the governor closed 
Montana schools March 16.

The second option is teach-
ing classes 100% in person, 
like in the good old days 
before March 16.

Third is a “blended” op-
tion of in-person and remote 
instruction, with students in 
school two days a week and 
learning from home three 
days a week. There would be 
only 10 to 15 students in a 
classroom.

Can Bozeman schools open safely?
Local administrators work to balance education, safety 

RACHEL LEATHE/CHRONICLE

Empty desks and tables are sanitized and spaced at a classroom in Meadowlark Elementary School on July 21, 2020. The Bozeman School 

District is grappling with how to reopen schools safely this fall.
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Portland struggles with liberal identity under nation’s gaze
By GILLIAN FLACCUS

Associated Press

PORTLAND, Ore. — Images 
broadcast worldwide of Portland 
Mayor Ted Wheeler getting 
tear-gassed alongside protest-
ers made him an overnight 
standard-bearer for the growing 
movement against President 
Donald Trump’s use of federal 
agents to tamp down violence in 
U.S. cities.

For many Portland residents, 
however, the moment felt ironic 
and hypocritical. Before federal 
agents arrived in the liberal city, 
local police repeatedly used tear 
gas on protesters, and Wheeler 
— who is also the police com-
missioner — is increasingly 

unpopular with those who feel 
he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, control 
officers. Before he was gassed 
this week, Wheeler fought to 
be heard over a hostile crowd 
screaming obscenities and then 
hecklers surrounded him as he 
left hours later with chemicals in 
his eyes.

The failure by the Democrat 
and sixth-generation Oregon 
resident to navigate this polar-
izing moment in his hometown 
reflects Portland’s simmering 
internal struggle over its iden-
tity. A city that prides itself on 
having one of the nation’s most 
progressive resumes is being 
challenged to move even further 
left by a growing anti-police 
constituency that’s elevating 
Black voices during America’s 

reckoning over racism. Those 
voices have long gone unheard 
in Portland, which is less than 
6% Black.

“The national imagination of 
Portland — and even to some 
extent Portland’s imagina-
tion of itself — as a hotbed of 
progressivism and liberalism 
has never been matched by 
the political reality,” said Chris 
Shortell, a political science 
professor at Portland State 
University. “It’s not as liberal 
and progressive of a city as the 
national public holds it to be, 
and that’s particularly true on 
race.”

He calls it “the dark under-
belly of Portland.”

AP

A Black Lives Matter protester uses a shield as federal officers use chemical 

irritants to disperse demonstrators at the Mark O. Hatfield United States 

Courthouse on Friday in Portland, Ore.
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By HELENA DORE

Chronicle Staff Writer

An employee at a Bozeman senior 
living facility has tested positive for 
COVID-19 less than a week after a 
resident at the facility tested positive, 
health officials confirmed Saturday.

The second positive case at Hill-
crest Senior Living was identified 
through contact tracing and surveil-
lance testing, according to Kallie 
Kujawa, Bozeman Health incident 
commander.

It was the only positive test out of 
more than 200 residents and staff 
members tested this week, a result 
hailed by hospital officials.

After a Hillcrest resident tested 
positive for coronavirus Tuesday, 
contract tracers identified three staff 
members and one other resident 
who had been exposed to the resi-
dent. One staff member out of the 
four people tested positive for the 
virus, Kujawa said.

Tests show 
only 1 more 
virus case at 
senior center
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