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East Fairmont High School seniors were 
able to custom paint their parking spaces 
in September during the Marion County 
school system’s soft opening.

Dedication to student safety

Marion County BOE shares outlook on second semester

by John Mark Shaver

FAIRMONT NEWS EDITOR

FAIRMONT, W.Va. (WV News) — 
With the second semester of public 
school just over a week away, the Mar-
ion County Board of Education is hop-
ing for the best, and is dedicated to 
keeping students as safe as possible 
during the continued COVID-19 pan-
demic.

Last week, the board went against 
the West Virginia Board of Education 
and Gov. Jim Justice’s recommenda-
tion that all K-8 schools return to four- 
or five-day, in-person school schedules, 
with its members saying that such a 
dramatic, sudden return to full classes 
would have negative effects.

“We made a decision at our last 
meeting that wasn’t exactly what the 
state wanted us to do, but we decid-
ed that was best for our county, and I 

still think that’s the best decision right 
now,” Board president Mary Jo Thom-
as said. “If things are locked down bet-
ter, then we could go like the state 
wanted us to go. I think the children 
really want to be back in school, but we 
and the health department don’t feel 
that it’s the best thing to do now.”

Instead, the board voted in favor of 
continuing the county’s blended learn-
ing model that was set up for the fall 
semester. Using this model, the stu-
dent population currently registered 
to attend school in-person is split into 
two groups, which each group only go-
ing to class two days a week and learn-
ing from home the other three days.

While this model has received crit-
icism of its own over the past few 
months, the board members, includ-
ing Rev. James Saunders, said that it’s 
still the safest way to move forward 
while the pandemic is still raging on.

“I’m glad we decided to go with the 

blended, just to be able to check and 
see what’s happening,” Saunders said. 
“Above anything is the safety and wel-
fare of every student and employee in 
our county. We take a lot of heat from 
people who want to get those kids in 
school five days a week, and they need 
to understand that we want that, too, 
but we have many employees … that 
we have to look after, and especially 
the students. …

“Right now, with half of the stu-
dents coming in, it’s been a lot safer 
in Marion County. If we bring them all 
in, there’s a possibility that we’ll have 
spikes. … I just want to be safe. ... 
With kids cramped on a school bus and 
kids cramped in a classroom, we just 
couldn’t see that. Sometimes, those 
who are in their office in the hierarchy 
seem to forget what it’s like to be in a 
classroom and have to deal with that.”
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