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MINUTES OF THE REGIONAL SCHOOL UNIT 1 SPECIAL BOARD MEETING HELD AT MORSE HIGH 
SCHOOL on AUGUST 16, 2021 AT 6:00 PM. (NOTE: These minutes are not official until approved by 
the Board. Such action, either to approve or amend and approve, is anticipated at the August 23, 
2021 meeting). 

Members Present: Stephen August, Chairperson; Lou Ensel, Vice Chairperson; Anita Brown, Jamie 
Dorr, Lorna Ryan and Jennifer Ritch-Smith; Patrick Manuel, Superintendent of 
Schools 

 
Members Absent: William Perkins 

 

Others Present:      Katie Joseph, Dean Emmerson, Justin Keleher, Dr. Amina Hanna, Jason Libby, 
Jennifer McKay, Ross Berkowitz, Brandon Ward, Julie Kenny, Sandra Gorsuch-
Plummer, Eric Varney, David Richards 

 

CALL TO ORDER 

Chairperson August called the meeting to order at 6:04 pm and the Pledge of Allegiance was recited. 

COMMENTS FROM THE BOARD CHAIRPERSON 

Chairperson August thanked everyone for attending tonight’s meeting and stated that the Board’s goal 
is to start the school year with 100% in-person learning and will be taking the necessary steps needed 
in order to reach this goal. The Board wants to hear the community’s opinion and asked that we 
respect others and other’s opinions during this important discussion. Superintendent Manuel and 
Assistant Superintendent Joseph will provide an update on the district’s school opening plans and Dr. 
Hanna will make a statement of her own before the Board will have an opportunity to ask questions.   
We will then move on to the public comment portion of the meeting. 

2021 FALL REOPENING OF SCHOOLS UPDATE INCLUDING DISCUSSION OF INDOOR MASK 
WEARING 
 

Superintendent Manuel stated that the purpose of the meeting is to focus on indoor masking and other 
components of opening schools this year.  Dr. Manuel stated that he is in weekly communication with 
the Department of Education and the CDC as things are evolving quickly.  Dr. Manuel thanked the 
staff, students, parents and the community at large for all their efforts last year to keep our schools a 
save learning environment. Dr. Manuel asked the community to keep in mind the progress that has 
been made and, although a decision needs to be made about masking, all students will be back to 
school full-time with one bus run a day.  The overarching goal is to provide as much in-person 
education as we can this year with minimal disruptions for our students and families. 

 
Assistant Superintendent Joseph reported that in order to ensure the best and most safe environment 
for our students we will be following the same protocol as last year by implementing the at home pre-
screening procedures. The Department of Education will be providing updates to the screening sheet to 
include the symptoms we need to be most careful of so we can have students in school as many days 
as possible.  There are no requirements for physical distancing on buses or in schools; however, it is 
recommended that we try to keep students three feet apart.  There is slightly more flexibility this year 
due to the other mechanisms for ensuring students’ safety such as pooled testing.  Hand hygiene 
protocols will be in place and cleaning and disinfecting will also continue throughout the day particularly 
on the high touch surfaces.  In order to improve the ventilation in our buildings, ionization equipment 
has been installed and air filters are being changed more frequently.  Teachers and bus drivers are 
asked to open their windows in order to help with ventilation as long as it is possible to do so. 
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Vaccinations are not required but are strongly encouraged to keep everyone safe.  The district will be 
offering additional clinics later in the fall.  As per the Declaration of Public Health emergency, all 
schools in Maine are required to collect the vaccination status of staff and students to the state.  This 
information will be reported will include the overall percentages without including any names.  Pooled 
testing will be put into place this year which students and staff can opt into but it is not a requirement.  
This involves weekly rapid testing to ensure that we are able to carry on with school and not have to 
quarantine students and staff in the case there is a COVID case. As per the state requirement, 
students will be required to wear a mask and we no longer have to have one student per seat so we 
can increase the number of students on the buses this year. RSU 1 will continue to provide all activities 
and athletic programming as per the Department of Education and Maine Principals’ Association. 
Distance learning will be offered in a smaller capacity this year.  Ms. Joseph reported that about 20 
families decided to participate in district learning due to a medical need of student who is being taught 
or for someone in their family that is compromised. In terms of visitors, those providing instructional 
support will be allowed to come into the schools; however, we are moving towards not opening up the 
buildings to the public to keep the amount of contact tracing more manageable for our nurses. We will 
be able to have pre-planned events and conversations/meetings with families through zoom or Google 
meet to keep the foot traffic in the schools at a reasonable level.  Field trips will be happening next year 
as long as they are related to the curriculum and we are able to follow our health and safety procedures 
at whatever facility or event the students are attending.  The indoor eating recommendations will be 
coming from the DOE and they have not been updated.  Ms. Joseph stated that families will be 
updated as soon as the district is aware of these recommendations. 
 
MidCoast Pediatrician Dr. Hanna provided an update on the COVID cases in Sagadahoc County and 
reported that the county has moved into the substantial transmission category due to the increase in 
COVID-19 infections.  When the Board met in June Sagadahoc County was seeing many days with no 
new cases; however, over the past few weeks we have had an average of 28 new cases in Sagadahoc 
County in the past week. When looking at hospitalizations and ventilator use in Maine, Dr. Hanna 
reported a steady increase in numbers in both adults and children including those needed critical care.  
The cases in Maine are largely the Delta variant which is highly transmittable. In terms of protection 
against COVID, Maine is doing pretty well with our vaccinations rates but Dr. Hanna felt that we are not 
quite where we need to be as of today.  The CDC reports that 52% of our 12 to 15 year olds in 
Sagadahoc County have been fully vaccinated and 61% of our 16 to 19 years old are vaccinated. Dr. 
Hanna stated that this still leaves a lot of kids unprotected and children under 12 are not eligible for a 
vaccine yet.   Since the June Board meeting, the American Academy of Pediatrics came out with a firm 
recommendation for universal masking for adults, students, and everyone indoors in a school setting.  
In July the CDC also changed its recommendation to reflect that change regardless of vaccination 
status which was largely due to the spread of the Delta variant and its impact on the younger 
population. Dr. Hanna stated that there was a good article in the Journal of the American Medical 
Association that looked at multi-layer cloth masks and the effectiveness of masking.  The study showed 
a 50-70% reduction in the exhaled, small droplets and particles when wearing a multi-layer cloth mask. 
Our primarily goal should be to get students back in school and keep them in school full time.  Dr. 
Hanna stated that the Delta variant does have her worried but she feels that we can have our kids back 
full time using some of the strategies from last year including mask wearing and hygiene and then add 
the other interventions available such as pooled testing and vaccinations. Dr. Hanna addressed the 
mental health of our kids and reported that she is still seeing a significant number of children in her 
practice and expressed the need for them to be in school consistently with their peers and have the 
support of staff, teachers, and coaches. If kids are having to miss school due to being exposed to 
COVID or quarantined then we have done them a disservice because they are isolated at home. Mask 
wearing is a way to create a safe physical environment for our kids while giving them the mental health 
support that they need after the past year.  
 
Dr. Hanna stated that we should be going into the school year thinking that we will hopefully not have 
to wear masks all year and that this subject will be revisited.  We would want a high vaccination rate 
but it would also depend on what strain of the virus is out there and how transmissible it is and how 
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effective the vaccines are.  This is largely led by the CDC and their recommendations and input as well 
as the Maine CDC which has given us good guidance. Dr. Hanna stated that she wants to continue to 
work with the schools to find where that moment is that we can get rid of the mask. 
 
Dr. Hanna reported that the Delta variant presents itself in a similar way with headaches, fever, cough, 
and congestion although she is seeing a little less of loss of taste or smell. Some of the studies coming 
out from other countries show that it is causing more severe disease in adults and younger adults. The 
screening questions are being updated to be more general which should be released soon.   
 
In terms of our low number of students being vaccinated, Dr. Hanna stated that she is seeing an 
increase in vaccine hesitancy for all vaccines.  Dr. Hanna shared some of the reasons that parents or 
children aren’t getting vaccinated.  Dr. Hanna reported that we have the luxury to see how it has 
worked for millions of people and continue to track its effectiveness and safety.  

PUBLIC COMMENT 

Chairperson August reported that the Board received 45 comments through info@rsu1.org and 
acknowledged all of the community members that sent comments to the Board. 

Bath resident Larry Bartlett felt that the community needs to do whatever we can to provide the highest 
degree of protection which includes wearing masks.  The CDC recommends universal indoor masking 
for all teachers, staff, students, and visitors to K-12 schools, regardless of vaccination status. Mr. 
Bartlett asked why a school board wouldn’t follow the requirements consistent with the CDC, Maine 
CDC, and DOE.  Mr. Bartlett stated that he hopes that the Board listens what authorities have to say 
and follow their recommendations. 

Dike-Newell parent Suzanne Carr stated that a study at Duke published by the pediatric infectious 
disease and pediatricians reported that the rate of transmission was exceedingly low in states that had 
a mask mandate. We have an obligation to protect all the people in our community and kids want to be 
in school to learn and be around other kids. 

Morse parent Regina Martin spoke in support of mask wearing and asking children to wear a mask to 
support families that have compromised family members and shared her family’s story.  

Bath resident Brad Creamer stated that on May 24, 2021 the state of Maine dropped the mask 
mandate for vaccinated people. At that time the estimated number of active cases in Maine was 2,323 
and as of Friday the Maine CDC estimated the number of active cases to be 2,058.  Mr. Creamer 
stated that the extended use of masks not effective and they are not intended to wear all day. Most 
people are not wearing medical grade masks and their effectiveness is very low.  Mr. Creamer also felt 
that the effectiveness of the vaccine is debatable and kids need to see their teacher’s and peer’s faces. 

Phippsburg parent Annie Sarbanis talked about her kids’ reaction to wearing a mask all day such as 
exhaustion, headaches, and rashes. Ms. Sarbanis shared her concerns about having our kids wear a 
mask all day and asked whether we have the data or safety studies for keeping our children in a mask 
for an extended period of time. In researching the data, Ms. Sarbanis reported that children are ten 
times more likely to die in a car accident than from COVID and the CDC estimated that more children 
died from the flu in 2017-2018 and 2019 and we weren’t discussing wearing a mask.  Ms. Sarbanis 
shared her 8th grader’s letter to the Board about her experience wearing a mask in school last year. 

Bath resident Julie Damon shared information she received from the Maine CDC regarding the 
difference between the numbers of deaths with COVID and deaths by COVID. Ms. Damon has a senior 
at Morse this year and feels that children should want to see people’s faces and smiles and that 
thinking nothing of wearing a mask is a problem. Ms. Damon reported that her children and 

mailto:info@rsu1.org
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grandchildren have had headaches and missed some school last year due to the extended mask 
wearing and believes that parents should have a choice to mask their child or not. 

Bath resident Linville McDonough expressed her concerns about students’ anxiety levels and felt that it 
was due to the fact that they were unable to be with their peers last year. Ms. McDonough shared her 
experience in school last year and the amount of support she has received throughout her years in 
RSU 1.   

Phippsburg student Aleah Sarbanis felt that masks should be optional in school and on the bus.  Aleah 
misses her peer’s faces and would like to have longer mask breaks.  Aleah also felt that students are 
getting treated differently because the adults get longer mask breaks and bus drivers aren’t required to 
wear a mask.   

Bath resident Roo Dunn spoke in support of having a mask mandate with the understanding that it is a 
moving target.  Mr. Dunn stated that the Board needs to promote safety and education and that it is the 
duty and responsibility of the administration and Board to follow the strongest application of the 
appropriate protocols and controls. 

West Bath resident Amber Herzog stated that Maine has always had lower rates of infection during any 
modern day outbreak than the rest of the country as well as higher vaccination rates.  Ms. Herzog felt 
that it didn’t make sense that our children can go to restaurants and events with a large number of 
people without a mask and now have to wear one in school. The strict protocol that schools and 
families have been following has help to keep our numbers down. Ms. Herzog felt that if we continue 
proper hygiene then would have a safe school year.  

RSU 1 parent and teacher John Dever felt that we are at a point think where we have to think about the 
least bad choice. With a new variant and new school year, Mr. Dever felt that we need to be 
conservative about trying to have a level of community protection and start the year with masks until we 
hear differently.  

Bath parent Kristin Pierce reported that she works in a nursing home and feels that masks should be 
optional.  Ms. Pierce was concerned about what you are inhaling while wearing the masks and stated 
that the disposable masks are only supposed to be worn for 20 minutes at a time.     

Bath parent Karen D’Silva felt that this is not an issue that should be polarizing and respects that the 
Board should not be making the decision and should be following along what the big decision is.  Ms. 
D’Silva feels that we should try wearing the masks in September to see if the numbers start to flatten 
out.  We all care about our kids and neighbors and these are big, hard decisions and not up to a 
parent, kid or grandparent. We have to trust that everything is taken into consideration and the best 
decision is made for the community. 

Tammy from Woolwich asked the Board to look at the facts and suggested doing some research for the 
survival rate in children for COVID.  She expressed her concern about infections found in the masks 
that lead to respiratory problems and that our kids are not developing their own natural immunity to the 
virus by wearing a mask. She also shared her concerns about the mental health of our children and 
that we are teaching our kids to be afraid of our air. She stated that she is discouraging her children 
from getting the virus because of the effect to our future generations and the number of deaths 
associated with vaccine. 

Woolwich resident Carly Fuller stated that if Dr. Hanna feels that we should wear a mask then she 
would support that decision.  As far as our children’s mental health, Ms. Fuller felt that students need to 
be in school with their peers and have access to their educators.  If masking our kids will get them back 
to school and provide some semblance of normal for them, she would support the decision. 
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Phippsburg resident Rachael Rowan expressed her appreciation for all that the Board is doing and 
stated that if we have to wear masks to get the kids back to school then she would support that 
decision.   

Phippsburg resident Carol Reece stated that with kids having emotional issues, stress, headaches, and 
anxiety from wearing masks if it is made mandatory will there be a loophole for the kids that really do 
suffer as a result of wearing a mask. Ms. Reece also asked the Board to consider not having athletes 
wear masks and to reconsider what you are doing for the athletic program. 

Bath Resident Cara Martin-Tetreault spoke in support of the work the Board is doing and whatever it 
takes to get the kids back to school to have a full school experience and ensure the safety of our 
students and teachers.  Ms. Martin-Tetreault suggested finding ways we can address the concerns 
associated with mask wearing such as allowing more mask breaks.   

Chairperson August closed the public comment section of the agenda and thanked everyone that 
offered their comment. Mr. August assured the public that the decision is not set in stone and that the 
Board listened intently to each other and to the public. It is a misconception to think the comments 
tonight were not absorbed by the Board and they will be factored into the decision making process.  
The Board received 45 written comments prior to the meeting and of the comments 37 were in support 
of masking and 8 were not in support having a mask mandate in the district.  The Board will be meeting 
again on August 23rd and will take action on this question.  Mr. August stated that however we start the 
school year it is a high probable that is not the way we end the school year. The Board will revisit this 
question on a regular basis and meet as often as necessary to keep up with the rate of infection.  If the 
opportunity is there to require us to change the direction of the district, we will meet and consider that 
question. 

ADJOURN 

MOTION:  Ensel   SECOND:   Ritch-Smith            VOTE: Board (6-0) 
 
TO: Adjourn at  8:07 pm. 

Respectfully submitted, 
 

 
Patrick M. Manuel, Ed.D. 
Secretary 

 


