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By Isabella Breda
Isabella@masoncounty.com

The Lake Cushman recreational area, one of Ma-
son County’s most popular outdoor destinations, is  
closed to public access until Sept. 30.

The closure includes U.S. Forest Service Road 
No. 24, which provides access to Cushman’s famed 
“Party Rock,” the Mount Rose trailhead and the 

Staircase entrance to Olympic National Park.
“The catalyst for the closure was last Sunday,” 

Mason County Sheriff’s Office Chief Ryan Spurling 
said. “There were hundreds up there, fights, gun-
shots and we couldn’t even get to party rock because 
there were so many cars.”

Spurling said the U.S. Forest Service, National 
Park Service, state Department of Transportation, 
Squaxin Island Tribe and other stakeholders de-

cided during an Aug. 20 meeting that the area had 
become too dangerous and will need to close until 
Sept. 30 when authorities will reevaluate the situ-
ation.

On Sunday Aug. 16, local law enforcement and 
emergency services responded to multiple calls but 
were unable to reach some of the emergencies due 
to traffic.

Fights, drowning, gunshots 
shut popular recreation area

see CLOSURE, page A-39

Cushman closed

Ari B. plays with an elastic concoction made from glue, red dye, glitter, baking soda and water at 
Sylvia Keller’s Studio in Belfair on Tuesday morning. For a story and more pictures, go to pages 
20-21. Journal photo by Lloyd Mullen

By Gordon Weeks
gordon@masoncounty.com

Para-educators, bus drivers and custodians are 
taking the brunt of classified staff layoffs as the 
Shelton School Board on Tuesday evening passed a 
budget of almost $65.5 million for the 2020-21 school 
year.

The district is laying off the equivalent of almost 
30 full-time para-educators, 20 full-time bus driver 
positions – 37 drivers — eight secretaries, eight cus-
todians, five food service workers, two mechanics 
and one accounting supervisor. The job of aquatic 
director is being reduced from full time to half time. 
Stipends for coaches have been canceled.

The layoffs will cut almost $6.8 million and bud-
get reductions almost $3.1 million for a total of near-
ly $10 million.

Superintendent Alex Apostle said four factors 
were key in the production of the budget: the coro-
navirus pandemic, uncertainly about student enroll-
ment, the expenses that will be required to transfer 
from all online learning to a hybrid of in-class and 
at-home learning model when it is safe to do so, and 
the district’s need to prepare for financial problems 
now and in the future.

Apostle stressed the last paragraph in the bud-
get reduction resolution: “The superintendent is 
authorized to forgo any of the cuts set forth in this 
resolution if additional funding sources are identi-
fied to mitigate the need for these reductions. The 
superintendent is further authorized to explore such 
other alternatives to layoff as may be financially ap-
propriate.

“I give you my word that we will do everything 
possible to bring people back to work, as much as 
we can, keeping in mind we don’t know what’s com-
ing down the road beyond 2020 and 2021, when the 
state tells us there’s anywhere between $10 and $12 
billion dollars in lost revenue,” he said.

Apostle added, “We didn’t want to do what we 
talked about tonight.”

“Every school district across the state is strug-
gling with these same issues,” board member Sally 
Brownfield said..

“The pandemic has put us in an impossible situa-
tion,” said board member Lynn Eaton.

The district projects 4,125 students will start 
learning from home on Wednesday.

The budget of $65,441,016 is $598,666 less than 

Deep cuts 
for Shelton 
schools

By Justin Johnson
justin@masoncounty.com

In an email exchange with 
Shelton High School cross coun-
try coach John Johnson earlier 
this summer, the veteran coach 
and Southside School Board 
member wrote, “We have an-
other potential public health 
crisis on our hands if we can’t 
help kids be excited about the 
future.”

As the seven school districts 
in Mason County begin an un-
precedented school year with 
remote learning next week, 
school counselors are work-
ing to ensure students’ mental 
needs are met too.

“We were all (students, 
families, staff, administrators) 
working from the place of try-
ing to manage a universal trau-

ma,” Brian Wirzbicki, Bordeaux 
Elementary school counselor, 
and his wife, Susan Honaker 
Wirzbicki, Shelton High School 
freshman academy counselor, 
wrote in an email interview 
with the Shelton-Mason Coun-
ty Journal. “We were all con-
cerned about engagement once 
we transitioned online. Before 
we transitioned ... we were first 
focused on basic needs of food 
and shelter.

“This entire experience is 
really showing us all just how 
much ‘school’ does for our youth 
and families. When we shifted 
to the next level to provide aca-
demics as well as basic needs, 
we were stretching and grow-
ing right alongside our commu-
nity.”

Several nationwide studies 
show a significant lack of en-

gagement from students when 
learning moved online at the 
end of the last school year. 

One such study, published 
in The Seattle Times on Aug. 
14, showed 48.9% of students 
between kindergarten and fifth 
grade logged on to Seattle Pub-
lic Schools’ online learning por-
tal a single time.

The Wirzbickis wrote that 
every person was affected dif-
ferently by the pandemic, in-
cluding staff and teachers. 

“Measuring engagement was 
very different in the first four 
months of this experience,” the 
Wirzbickis wrote. “Now that we 
are in to six months of adjust-
ment and routine, we are all 
(students, families and staff) in 
a different place to engage.

Eyes on student engagement
BACK TO SCHOOL

see BUDGET, page A-11see STUDENTS, page A-36
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“As school counselors, we see student engage-
ment as a continuing and ongoing challenge in our 
online learning environment. It certainly cannot 
replace the actual person-to-person connection that 
you have in a classroom setting.”

Talk to your children
The Wirzbickis encourage parents to talk with 

their children and make sure they know that they 
are loved and that teachers care about them.

“Asking their child what worked and what didn’t 
work this past spring may prepare them for doing 
things differently this fall,” they wrote. “Acknowl-
edge your own and your child’s feelings about par-
ticipating in this new K-12 platform. Children need 
to know their family and the schools are doing ev-
erything to keep them safe and provide the best pos-
sible learning opportunities for them.”

Each school provides a community forum, giving 
both parents and students the opportunity to stay 
connected with teachers and staff. 

“It’s great to have kids take ownership and email 
their teachers with concerns or simply to introduce 
themselves,” the Wirzbickis wrote. “There is an op-
portunity here for us to see students with more of 
their personal agency and teachers to respond to 
them differently.”

Protecting mental health
With students learning remotely, the Wirzbickis 

wrote that protecting mental health is just as im-
portant as physical health. That includes watching 
for signs of depression and getting enough, but not 
too much, sleep. 

They also suggested disconnecting from technolo-
gy sometimes, getting exercise in the backyard or at 
a park, and finding a place for humor and laughter. 

“These are all proactive health practices,” they 
wrote. “In addition, making and keeping a schedule, 
setting up routines, creating a ritual about how we 
check in together, these are as important as factor-
ing and writing a book summary.”

Brian Wirzbicki encouraged students to create a 
network of pen pals to write letters to, noting that 
literally putting pen to paper can be another cre-
ative outlet.

“This could be an important opportunity to use 
pictures and words to describe how they are coping 
or letting family, friends, etc., know how they are 
doing,” Brian wrote. 

Overcoming barriers
The Wirzbickis wrote that having a structured 

instructional day and routine will help parents and 
their children stay engaged.

Schools will create Online Learning Matrixes 
that will cover most aspects of what is expected 
during virtual learning instruction time, including 
use of technology and hope to participate in virtual 
small group settings.

“Teachers will be communicating with parents 
and students on how the day will be structured 
with the new K-12 platform,” the Wirzbickis wrote. 
“Having students find time to get some physical ex-
ercise away from their computer, stretching, etc., 
within their learning environment will be impor-
tant to their mental and social well being.”

Parents making sure that students attend their 
remote classes and talking with their children 
about the activities and what they are learning 
that day will help keep them engaged. It’s also im-
portant to stay in contact with teachers and coun-
selors.

“Teachers will continue to stay engaged continu-
ing to improve what we were already were doing 
by providing weekly phone contacts, and virtual 
meetings,” the Wirzbickis wrote. “Everyone is still 
learning in this digital platform and our teachers 
experiences from the spring I believe will provide 
support in implementing the new K-12 curriculum 
platform.”

Still connected
Many youths are virtually connected to their 

community, something that can be easy for adults 
to lose sight of. 

“Often they are playing video games and talking 
about what is going on,” the Wirzbickis wrote. “They 
are Snapchating and telling folks how they are. The 
digital generational impact in this time is a great 
teaching tool for all of us. It’s not that they are not 
alone, but it is a different kind. We are all learning 
together.”

Summer planning
Over the summer, Shelton School District’s 

counselors from grades K-12 spent four days craft-
ing a program for the district that focuses on three 
areas: academics, career readiness and personal/
social growth.

“Within the area of personal/social each build-
ing is working with their school staff implementing 
SEL (Social Emotional Learning) curriculum and 
resources that will help students work on such top-
ics as emotional management, empathy, problem 
solving and skills for learning,” Brian Wirzbicki 
wrote. “For example, at Bordeaux Elementary I 
will be assisting our staff in re-introducing our up-
dated Second Step curriculum and Kelso’s Choic-
es as one of the many interventions to increase 
student engagement. Teachers will also be doing 
morning ‘check-ins’ and other activities to increase 
the connections between students and their teach-
ers.”

Teachers will have office hours for students and 
parents to make contact, as will school counselors. 

Brian Wirzbicki wrote that in a recent meeting 
with Bordeaux staff, he compared remote learning 
planning to putting together a “1,000-piece puzzle.”

“We have to take one small piece at a time and 
try out different pieces before we find a one that 
fits,” Wirzbicki wrote. “Is it going to be frustrating, 
confusing, stressful, and surprising at times? Ab-
solutely. I found in my experience that our entire 
Shelton School District staff, students, parents and 
the Shelton community are not about to give up on 
this moment. We are working on this … together. 
I’m hopeful that we can also find some fun in it.”

Parents can go to secondstep.org/covid19sup-
port and scroll down to Index of Supports to find 
additional resources.

continued from page A-1

Students: Engagement a continuing, ongoing challenge

By Isabella Breda
Isabella@masoncounty.com

The North Mason School Board unanimously ad-
opted a budget resolution including nearly $1 million 
in cuts for the 2020-21 school year during its regular 
meeting Aug. 20. 

“You’re going to see a lot of reductions due to dou-
ble levy failure,” Ashley Murphy, North Mason School 
District director of business and finance, said during 
the meeting. “Seeing as how we didn’t know what 
(COVID-19 reductions) were going to look like, these 
(cuts) are based on just the double levy failure.”

The district’s last local property tax collection 
will take place in October, leaving the district with a 
$2-million reduction in local levy dollars this school 
year.

Board members also approved the district’s cutting 

of 42 positions, including bus drivers, food service em-
ployees, para-educators and recess assistants in order 
to balance the budget and accommodate changing 
needs during the pandemic.

“If we aren’t successful in another levy we will have 
to cut another $2.7 million dollars,” Murphy said.

The state provides funding to support about 32 
classified staff members, though the district has 98 
classified staff members, Murphy said.

”If we cut more positions we start breaking (state 
mandated) class size compliance so we can’t afford to 
cut more staff,” she added. “It’s a Catch-22.”

Board member Leanna Krotzer said she doesn’t 
think the community understands that regardless of 
the 2012 McCleary decision — in which the state Su-
preme Court ordered the state to fully fund K-12 pub-
lic schools — the state doesn’t actually provide enough 
dollars to support basic education. “That when the 

state says fully funding… that’s not happening obvi-
ously,” she said.

While the district has had to get creative to retain 
critical staff members, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
created an additional financial burden.

The district spent 132.98% of the budget for sup-
plies and educational resources, which this year also 
included personal protective equipment.

According to Murphy, she and Superintendent 
Dana Rosenbach went through a monthslong process 
to secure Federal Emergency Management Agency 
dollars for PPE, but in the end it all came out of pocket.

“After a few months’ work on the FEMA process, 
we were informed the federal government were not 
going to offer support,” Murphy said. “They felt the 
CARES Act funding was sufficient ...Our $491,000 in 
CARES Act dollars wasn’t enough to cover increased 
needs for technology and for PPE.”

Kirk Boxleitner
kboxleitner@masoncounty.com

Not all students enrolled in the 
Mary M. Knight School District have 
equal ease of access to the internet, 
so the district has made its distance 
learning program equally accessible 
to those with 24/7 real-time stream-
ing capabilities and those who need to 
download resources to work on them 
offline.

MMK Superintendent Matt Mal-
lery told the Shelton-Mason County 
Journal his school district has pur-
chased Chromebook laptops and 
textbooks for all of its 150 students, 
with the Chromebooks set up so the 
students can work on them whether 
they’re online or offline.

Mallery praised Mason Public Util-
ity District 3 for its work in setting 
up Wi-Fi hot spots at several loca-
tions across the county, where MMK 

student can upload their completed 
homework and download their next 
lessons. Hot spots are not only sited 
at the school district itself, but also 
at Matlock Grange and Schafer State 
Park.

Mallery acknowledged the number 
of locations in the county without an 
available signal, an issue he’s brought 
up to Mason County commissioners 
and on the federal level, even as he 
conceded the challenges in bringing 
internet accessibility to those areas.

“They’re aware of the need,” Mal-
lery said, “but it’s quite the invest-
ment.”

In the meantime, MMK has been 
getting its teaching staff up to speed, 
so they can offer both synchronous 
and asynchronous video instruction.

“Synchronous instruction is live 
video, and those lessons are offered 
multiple times a day, so students can 
interact with their teachers in real 

time, on a personal level,” Mallery 
said, “while asynchronous instruction 
is recorded video, but once students 
download it, they can view it at any 
time.”

Mallery explained MMK teach-
ers will be focusing on project-based 
learning, which not only engages stu-
dents on multiple different subject 
levels at once, from math and science 
to literature and social studies, but 
also tasks students with integrating 
the skills they pick up from each of 
those subjects, as those students re-
cord both their trial-and-error periods 
and the results of their efforts.

MMK solicited parents’ input over 
the summer as it was developing its 
lessons in response to the pandemic, 
and Mallery admitted those survey 
responses were deeply mixed, with 
some parents describing themselves 
as “really nervous” about an in-person 
reopening of the school district, while 

others were equally anxious to return 
to some semblance of normalcy.

Mallery said he hopes MMK might 
eventually offer a “best of both worlds” 
approach, with distance learning and 
in-class lesson options available to 
those families who want them.

Mallery credited the CARES (Coro-
navirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Se-
curity) Act with supplying MMK with 
the funds to roughly double its exist-
ing supply of Chromebooks, but also 
noted the ongoing challenges of pro-
viding a quality education under such 
circumstances.

“It’s been so fluid, certain circum-
stances have been changing from 
week to week,” Mallery said, “and it 
feels like the goalposts keep getting 
moved and raised higher. This is new 
territory for all of us, so I would ask 
for some grace. We might not be flaw-
less on day one, but we’re all doing the 
best we can to keep our kids engaged.”

Mary M. Knight schools working to make access easy

North Mason School District sees nearly $1 million in cuts
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