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by Theresa Marthey

STAFF WRITER

KINGWOOD — The 
death toll continues to climb 
in Preston County from the 
COVID-19 pandemic with 
an additional three fatal-
ities over the weekend, 
bringing the total to 15.

On Saturday, the Pres-
ton County Health Depart-
ment was notified of the 
deaths of two women, ages 
82 and 83. On Sunday, the 
death of a 94-year-old man 
was announced.

Confirmed cases are 

quickly closing in on 800, 
with 143 added from Fri-
day through Sunday. Coun-
ty statistics have the coun-
ty with 773 confirmed 
cases, 71 probable cases 
and 15 deaths. The health 
department reports 304 ac-
tive cases.

The grim figures contin-
ue to climb despite pleas 
from the health depart-
ment asking people to 
wear face coverings, prac-
tice social distancing, wash 
hands for at least 20 sec-
onds, and abstain from 

large gatherings.
The infection rate for the 

county is currently 62.81% 
(red level) and the percent-
age of positive cases is 6.7% 
(orange level). The coun-
ty remains orange in the 
state’s county alert system. 
The state uses the lesser of 
the two indicators when de-
termining how to classify a 
county.

Staying home  

from school

This week, for the first 
time, Preston County 

Schools had to close its 
buildings because of the 
level of COVID-19 cases in 
the county.

While the county’s 
test positivity and infec-
tion rates had been keep-
ing schools open through 
the yellow and gold lev-
els, the West Virginia De-
partment of Education de-
clared Preston to be in the 
orange status Saturday. 
That prompted the shut-
down of buildings and the 
shift to full virtual learning 
for the week.

Instructional employ-
ees are reporting to work 
so that the remote learn-
ing schedules can remain 
in place.

Daily lunches for any 
student are available for 
pickup at each school. To 
reserve a lunch, contact 
that school by 10 a.m. The 
meals will be available 
to be picked up between 
11:30 a.m. and 1 p.m.

Outbreak hotspots

According to the 
WVDHHR website, two 

outbreaks have been re-
ported at long-term care 
facilities in Preston County

At Stonerise in King-
wood, formerly known as 
Pine Ridge, there are cur-
rently 50 active cases: 27 
residents and 23 staff mem-
bers. The DHHR reports 
four deaths at the facility.

At Hopemont Hospital, a 
state-run facility outside of 
Terra Alta, as of Monday, 
there were six cases: three 
patients and three employ-
ees.

COVID-19 cases and deaths continue to surge in county
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KINGWOOD — On Dec. 
31, Mel Snyder will retire 
after serv-
ing for 20 
years as 
the prose-
cuting at-
torney in 
Preston 
County.

Snyder 
served 
first from 
1997 to 2000, and then from 
2005 to the present. Before 
being elected prosecutor, he 
was also an assistant pros-
ecuting attorney from 1993 
to April 1994.

“This is the longest I 
have ever served as prose-
cutor in this county,” Sny-
der said. “My father, Mel-
vin Snyder Jr., served two 
terms from 1980 to 1988, 
and my grandfather served 
into a fourth term when he 
was called up into World 
War II.”

He believes his grand-
father, father and himself 
have served as prosecu-
tors more than anyone else 
in West Virginia or may-
be anywhere in the United 
States.

As he reflects on his legal 

career, he said his legal skill 
and expertise made him the 
lawyer with an “exception-
al” career he is today.

“I have actually prosecut-
ed more serious cases than 
probably any prosecuting 
attorney in this state,” Sny-
der said.

He said his most serious 
case was the Jimmy De-
Gasperin slayings in which 
that man murdered his 
pregnant girlfriend and her 

4-year-old son.
“That case has always 

been very disturbing to me,” 
Snyder said. “I have actual-
ly prosecuted about 15 mur-
der cases, and also over 100 
child sexual assault cases. 
All of these cases have tak-
en a huge toll on me, and 
that is why I am retiring at 
the end of this year and did 
not choose to run again as 
prosecuting attorney.”
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KINGWOOD — The 
Preston County Chamber 
of Commerce has moved its 
offices from Main Street to 
the corner mall at the King-
wood Plaza.

The move took place Nov. 
30, and the Chamber is shar-
ing the location with the 
Preston County Economic 
Development Authority and 
Farmland Protection Bu-
reau. Main Street Kingwood 
also will be a tenant in the 
suite and should be moved 
in by February, according to 
Preston County EDA Direc-
tor Robbie Baylor.

As to why all the orga-
nizations are renting one 
suite in the Kingwood Pla-

za, Chamber of Commerce 
Executive Director Kristy 
Ash said it just makes sense.

“It made a lot of sense for 
us to move in and share a lo-
cation,” Ash said. “A lot of 
what we are working on are 
the same projects and the 
same goals.”

The Chamber of Com-
merce had sold the building 
at 200 W. Main St. to law-
yer Hillery Bright last year 
and had been renting its old 
space, but it was a tempo-
rary situation.

The suite in the King-
wood Plaza has a common 
space where the three or-
ganizations share a recep-
tionist, a conference room 
and offices.

by Joseph Hauger

EDITOR

KINGWOOD — Eighty-nine percent of 
Preston County Schools students are at 
least one grade behind on their math skills.

Of 3,808 students, only 417 tested at or 
above grade level in the subject.

But in the 2019-20 school year, 60% of 
students took home grades of A or B in 
math.

“Over 60% of our kids are receiving ei-
ther an A or a B in every single core area,” 
Superintendent Steve Wotring pointed 
out. “If you’re getting an A or a B, you 
should be pretty close to mastery — yet ev-
ery standardized test we take doesn’t come 
close to that.”

Last week, Wotring, the board of edu-
cation and several teachers engaged in a 
lengthy discussion about the deficiencies 
in students’ skills, the lack of a short-term 
solution — and the outright refusal of some 
students to do their work or take tests.

“We have to get kids to where they need 
to be,” Wotring said. “What we are grad-
ing is compliance. Kids who do all of their 
assignments, who are really good kids that 
come to school, they don’t cause us any 
problems, we are giving them the benefit 
of the doubt — and we are passing kids 
through the system that have not mas-
tered the material.”

That concern led the superintendent to 
delve into the concept of mastery learning 
— the idea that students must be able to 
comprehend and utilize particular knowl-

edge before moving ahead to learn subse-
quent information.

Wotring compared it to karate, in which 
students have to test at several levels to 
show competency on the path to earning 
their black belts. He also pointed to anoth-
er analogy of building a foundation — if 
the foundation is incomplete or poured in-
correctly, the subsequent construction will 
suffer.

Prosecuting Attorney Snyder 
set to retire on Dec. 31

Snyder
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Preston Prosecutor Mel Snyder is shown during one of 
the many times he addressed the county commission.

Chamber of Commerce moves offices to Kingwood Plaza
To share space with Preston 
Economic Development Authority 
and Farmland Protection Bureau

Staff photo by Theresa Marthey

Preston County Chamber of Commerce Executive Director Kristy Ash works in her new office in the corner plaza at 
Kingwood Plaza.
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Preston students just 
saying no to education
Lack of consequences combines with lack of motivation
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Teacher Deanna Hershman criticizes the 
mastery learning policy that was imple-
mented at Preston High School at the 
beginning of the year.

See STUDENTS, A3


