
We wanted to thank all of the parents and members of the Bellaire community who came 
to speak at the Regular Board meeting on Monday, November 15, 2021. We appreciate 
the input and the voicing of concerns over issues ranging from mask mandate issued by 
the Health Department of Northwest Michigan to the instructional supports at the 
elementary level. 

The Board does not comment, respond, or discuss issues or concerns raised during 
public comment, but the individual Board members have shared their questions, their 
comments and their concerns with the Superintendent, who speaks publicly for the 
Bellaire Public Schools Board of Education. Based on the Board members’ input, the 
Bellaire Public Schools has prepared the following response to those aforementioned 
public comments. 

First, we would like to address the concerns over masking, vaccinations, and the other 
issues involving COVID-19 and the manner in which the district has handled this ongoing 
situation, as well as how we have followed the guidance of the Health Department of 
Northwest Michigan, representatives from Munson Healthcare, and regional pediatrician 
representatives. 

On August 27, 2021, the Health Department of Northwest Michigan issued a mask 
mandate for all schools under its purview; the same health officials issued an identical 
order for the Benzie-Leelanau region as well. This order requires all persons to wear 
masks while in school facilities in Antrim, Charlevoix, Emmett and Otsego Counties, both 
students and adults. Unlike previous orders from the Michigan Department of Health and 
Human Services (MDHHS), this mandate makes no accommodations for any indoor 
activities other than eating (i.e., physical education, music classes, etc.). This order was 
put in place without prior consultation with school administrators or School Boards, and 
was far more restrictive than the plans developed by Bellaire Public Schools 
administration. 

This order, while not a law enacted by the Michigan legislature or signed by the Governor, 
still carries statutory authority under the Michigan State Constitution and is legally binding. 
Failure by the district to enforce this legal mandate from the Health Department can have 
serious consequences, including the potential loss of governmental immunity afforded to 
schools, and the potential loss of liability insurance coverage for the district. Moreover, 
this opens the district, the Board, and me personally to lawsuits for “gross negligence” 
should someone actually get sick or die as the result of COVID-19 due to exposure at 
school. 

The 2022 State budget, which was also mentioned during the public comments at the 
November 15 Board meeting, does not negate or nullify this language. Failing to comply 
with this order is tantamount to willfully breaking the law. This budget, passed by the 
Michigan Legislature, attempted to include language making the enforcement of local 
Health Department orders involving masks and COVID-19 mitigation strategies 
impossible, but that language a.) could not legally be included in a budget under State 
law, and b.) violated the Constitution of the State of Michigan. This is not the Board’s 
interpretation: it is the law. While some may not agree with this language or with the 
explanation behind it, the district staff has no choice but to comply with this order and 
enforce it as written. 



There is a large amount of confusion concerning vaccines – their effectiveness, 
the various pending mandates, etc. – but one fact remains: schools do not 
vaccinate students. Even if this was an option (which it is not), school districts cannot 
even require vaccinations of students not already in place at the State level: 
diphtheria, tetanus, pertussis (DTP, DTaP, Tdap); polio; measles, mumps, rubella 
(MMR); hepatitis B, and; varicella (chickenpox). While many districts in our region have 
held clinics for COVID-19 and flu vaccinations (including the Bellaire Public Schools), 
neither of these is required for either students or staff members. 

Vaccine mandates have been issued at the federal level, and include organizations with 
over 100 employees, including school districts. Presently, the Bellaire Public Schools has 
about 50 employees, and is therefore not required to mandate vaccines for staff 
members. While districts may have the option to issue their own requirements, the 
Bellaire Public Schools has neither the motivation nor the intention to do so. 

Finally, to address the suggestion that staff are threating to “tape masks to students’ 
faces,” we can only state that no student or parent ever brought this issue to any teacher, 
administrator or Board member prior to the November 15 Board meeting. It is also worthy 
of note that no student has received a detention, suspension or other disciplinary action 
for refusing to wear a mask while in the school building. While all students and families 
were informed that administration absolutely retains the right to discipline insubordinate 
students for refusing to follow directions, this has been unnecessary to this point. 
However, a student refusing to comply with the school rules is disciplined accordingly, 
whether it involves wearing (or not wearing) a mask or not, as per the Bellaire Public 
Schools Student Handbook. 

Second, we wanted to address concerns presented regarding changes to school 
programs and activities, including Title I intervention, the Veterans Day celebration, and 
so on. 

There has been significant changes in both Title I support and to the general instructional 
program at John R. Rodger Elementary School this fall, and for a variety of reasons. As 
the fallout from a two-year long pandemic and its effects on student learning become 
clearer, it has similarly become clear that the programs used at the elementary level for 
instruction in core areas, particularly in English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics, 
are not sufficient for meeting our students’ needs. It is for these reasons that some of 
these changes were started, and also why the district is investigating other long-term 
assessment, curriculum and instructional changes. 

Title I at John R. Rodger Elementary previously included a half-time Math Interventionist, 
but that position is no longer in place. This is primarily due to the lack of viable teacher 
candidates, but also because it is extremely difficult to find teachers interested in working 
in part-time positions. We agree that our mathematics program needs significant 
overhauling, but simply having additional support is not enough. Plans are already 
underway to evaluate several new K-8 math programs during the 2021-22 school year, 
which should go a long way to resolve the concerns of struggling students, their parents 
and their teachers. 

Among the changes implemented for the first semester are an adjustment in the focus of 
Title I, which is primarily used for reading interventions. According to baseline 



assessments conducted this fall, it became very clear that a significant portion of the 
primary grade (K-2) students were drastically behind in their reading, writing, and spoken 
language skills. This fact, combined with decades of research that tells us interventions 
are most effective before third grade, led to the administration’s decision to refocus on 
those primary grade classrooms, both with Title I and paraprofessional support. 

However, this does not mean that students in grades 3-5 are receiving no interventions 
or support, or that they will continue receiving no Title I support for the remainder of the 
2021-22 school year. Instead, we felt that it was important to focus on the needs of our 
youngest students during the first semester, focusing on remediation and getting 
struggling students back on track, then reassessing the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support 
(MTSS) protocols and reallocating our resources to service students who continue to 
struggle at the upper elementary grades.  

Further, all teachers have the opportunity to bring students to the TASC meetings with 
Title I, Special Education, student support and Northwest Education Services itinerant 
staff monthly, to review those students’ academic and behavioral needs, and to 
recommend interventions and supports that can be put into place in the classroom. 
Should upper grade students need Title I (or other academic/behavioral) support, they 
certainly will not be denied those services despite the focus on the primary grades. 

We are hopeful, now that all children age five and older are eligible to receive the COVID-
19 vaccine, that the Health Department of Northwest Michigan will seriously amend or 
rescind their August 27 mask mandate in the coming weeks. We agree that parents and 
community members should be actively involved in the schools and in our students’ 
education, but we also believe that – as elected officials – it is our responsibility to uphold 
all laws, including all lawful orders and mandates, whether we agree with them or not. To 
do otherwise runs counter to our role, which is to provide a safe and orderly environment 
for our teachers to teach and for our students to learn. 

Our best recommendation to share your opinions on the mask mandate is to contact the 
Health Department of Northwest Michigan at (800) 432-4121. 

If you have any additional questions, comments or concerns to share with the Board, 
please send them to either Superintendent Mark Brenton, either in hard copy or via email 
(mbrenton@bellairek12.org), or in hard copy to Board President Mike Robinson. 

Letters may be dropped off at Bellaire Middle/High School, or they may be mailed to: 

Bellaire Public Schools 
204 W Forest Home Ave 
Bellaire, MI 49615 

Once again, the Board thanks everyone for taking the opportunity to speak during public 
comment at the Regular Board meeting on Monday, November 15, 2021. We look forward 
to your continued involvement with the Bellaire Public Schools. 

Sincerely, 

The Bellaire Public Schools Board of Education & Administration 


