
Pierce County Schools are scheduled 
to reopen August 10 for the 2020-2021 
school year, but there will be big chang-
es in store and more may be on the way. 

School superintendent Dara Bennett 
led the discussion for Pierce County’s 
“Path for Recovery” from COVID-19 
(coronavirus) at the school board’s 
monthly work session last Tuesday 
morning. The meeting was moved up 
a week due to the Independence Day 

holiday.
Bennett also brought in Technology 

Director David Pittman, Federal Pro-
grams and Curriculum Director Yvette 
Newton, Transportation Director Jason 
Long, School Nutrition Director Becky 
Swain and Maintenance and Opera-
tions Director Harbin Farr to give an 
overview of how their respective depart-
ments will operate as the school system 
reopens following the fi ve month shut-
down forced by the pandemic. 

“How we start may not be how we 
end up in the coming school year, but 

this represents a team effort to get the 
schools reopened,” said Bennett.

The superintendent explained the 
system will be following the three-
phase guidelines recommended by the 
state department of education. 

The three phases will determine how 
schools are operated based on the pres-
ence of coronavirus in the community. 

In the fi rst phase, which is low 
spread/no spread, schools will operate 
with a traditional schedule where all 
students and staff report to school ev-
eryday. 

If there is minimal to moderate 
spread in the community a second 
phase will be implemented. In this 
phase, called the hybrid model, stu-
dents will attend school in a staggered 
schedule.

The student populations will be di-
vided in half with those with A-K last 
names attending two days per week 
and students with L-Z last names at-
tending a different two days. The re-
maining school day will be used to deep 
clean and sanitize all school buildings. 
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At right, John Thigpen Jr., at-

torney for Councilman Shawn 

Godwin, speaks Monday 

night, advising his client and 

the council to move on from 

budget confl ict and other dis-

agreements.
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How are you feeling? It’s a 
question most often associated 
with physical health, but due 
to the far-reaching impacts of 
COVID-19 on American life these 
days, many could answer that 
question with, ‘stressed, anxious, 
maybe even a little depressed.’

Behavioral health experts and 
doctors are watching coronavi-
rus’ mental health impact very 
closely these days, and while 
some are seeing an increase in 
the number of patients seeking 
treatment, most say only time 

will tell what the virus’ lasting 
impact on the mental health of 
society as a whole will be.

“The whole body goes through 
this malaise (COVID-19). The 
same analogy (applies) to the 
world  — fi nancial, social, trans-
portation, dealing with family, 
employers  — it has affected 
every aspect of human life,” ob-
serves Dr. Jay Patel, medical 
director for Memorial Satilla 
Health’s senior behavioral cen-
ter.

Nearly half (45 percent) of 
adults in the United States re-
port their mental health has 
been negatively impacted due to 

worry and stress over the virus 
and a federal emergency hotline 
for people in emotional distress 
registered a more than 1,000 per-
cent increase in April compared 
with the same time last year. 

In April 2020, roughly 20,000 
people texted the federal hotline, 
run by the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Admin-
istration. Talkspace, an online 
therapy company, also reported a 
65 percent jump in clients since 
mid-February. 

Americans sheltered in place 
reported more negative mental 
health effects than those who 
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Attendance 

limited for 

graduation

Pierce County High School gradua-
tion ceremony remains on track for Fri-
day, July 17, but social distancing will 
be in effect and the number of guests in 
attendance will be limited as well. 

The ceremony is planned for 8 p.m. 
that Friday at Bear Stadium.

School offi cials announced last week 
each graduate will be limited to six 
guests apiece. Seniors will receive six 
tickets for admission to the ceremony 
at the end of graduation practice Fri-
day morning, July 17.  

Governor Brian Kemp extended 
social distancing guidelines limiting 
gatherings of 50 or more people unless 
they are six feet apart. Implementing 
the six ticket limit will help to meet 
those requirements. 

The graduation guidelines were 
announced at last week’s school board 
meeting which was moved up a week 
due to the Independence Day holiday.

“We are sorry we have to do this, but 
we can’t open the ceremony to everyone 
safely based on the current guidelines,” 
said School superintendent Dara Ben-
nett. 
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Pierce County paid a settle-
ment of $45,000 in a civil suit al-
leging two sexual assaults at the 
Pierce County Jail in June and 
July of 2018. 

The case of Jane Doe, an in-
mate at the jail, was settled in 
September 2019, but details of 
the suit just recently came to light 
during the sheriff’s race. 

Former sheriff’s candidate 
Greg Stone raised the allegations 
to The Times during the cam-
paign, but The Times had been 
unable to obtain copies of the set-
tlement until June 26. 

The Times has repeatedly 
asked for details regarding the 
settlement since May, but county 
offi cials have repeatedly said they 
“didn’t know” the details of the 
resolution of the case, and were 
only able to provide a copy of the 
case dismissal.

The newspaper eventually ob-
tained a copy of the settlement 
after fi ling two Open Records 
Requests with Brown, Readdick, 
Bumgartner, Carter, Strickland 
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BOE weighs reopening options
BY JASON DEAL

Staff  Writer

Traditional:
With low to no spread of COVID-19, 

school resumes in the Fall on normal 

schedule. Students and staff report to 

class every day.

Hybrid:
With minimal to moderate spread of 

the virus, students will attend school on 

a staggered schedule.

Virtual Learning:
With substantial spread of COVID-19, 

in-person classes would cease entirely. 

Teachers would continue instruction with 

a virtual classroom model or lesson pack-

ets would be sent home with students.

Each PCHS graduate will 

receive six tickets for guests

The civil case � led 

against Pierce Co. 

for alleged sexual 

assault in the PC jail 

settled last year
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