
Portland Board of Education 
Special Meeting                         
November 19, 2020 
Held Via Zoom 

In attendance: Superintendent Dr.  Charles Britton, Director of Student Services, Mrs. Dawn Davis, 

Chairperson,  Sharon Peters, Meg Scata, Lauren Christensen, Chris Darby, Tim Lavoy,  Dave Murphy, 

Laurel Steinhauser, Director of Public Health for the Chatham Health District, Russell Melmed, Portland 

school administrators, staff members, students and members of the public. 

Meeting was called to order at 7:01 by Chairperson S. Peters 

Agenda 

Moved by T. Lavoy, seconded by L. Steinhauser passed unanimously  

School Reopening Update 

Meeting was opened by Dr. Britton who introduced Russel Melmed, Director of Public Health for the 

Chatham Health District.  He credited Russ Melmed with providing excellent guidance to him and our 

district during this time of Covid.  

Mr. Melmed began by detailing the number of Covid 19 cases in Portland from October 29 – November 

19 2020.   October 29th: 10 cases         

  November 5th:  11 cases         

    November 12th:  25 cases        

  November 19th:  34 cases       

 Each week reported a sharp increase from the week before resulting in 34 cases this week alone. 

He cautioned that this is not a blip or accidental occurrence but a significant acceleration of Covid cases 

which will continue through mid-January. We are seeing this acceleration across the state.   He went 

further to say that the community spread was from small family gatherings and not from public spaces.  

People who were contact traced perceived that the birthday party or gathering was less risky than a 

large public gathering.   

The good news is that there is little evidence of transmission in schools per se.  The few cases that were 

reported are not a failure of the mitigation procedures in place.   More likely, it is a failure of getting 

prompt testing and results.  Infectious period begins 48 hours before symptoms appear and the longer it 

takes to get tested and receive the results, the more contacts the individual will have.  Then tracing 

relies on memory and symptoms. There are reports of long lines and lengthy delays receiving test 

results.  The challenge for schools is not transmission in schools but a challenge from an operational 

standpoint.  Staff that must quarantine out of school is the operational challenge with fewer substitute 

teachers or nurses available.  

Russ Melmed recommended testing if symptoms matching those of COVID presented a quick onset or 

could not be explained by other conditions that might be present such as ongoing allergies.  That was 

important to hear.  He then detailed the contract tracing procedure that is happening in our schools. 

Mr. Melmed detailed what takes place once there is a positive case in the schools through every step of 

contact tracing.  It is important to note that it takes many hours and phone calls to complete the work.  

Our nurses, administrators and superintendent are all working to see this done as quickly and efficiently 

as possible.   

 State of Connecticut Rapid testing pilot program was discussed, and Portland Schools are looking into it.  

It is being used for testing of someone at school who is displaying symptoms of Covid infection and 

results are quick which allows for a faster response to contact tracing and decision to close a class or 

school.   



Dr. Britton then presented what we have experienced at our schools since November 9, 2020.  He is 

shocked at the rapid rate of infection.  He reviewed the classes and schools that are remote, the number 

of students and staff Covid positive, and those who are quarantining due to contact.                            

November 8th, Valley View School:  1 individual tested positive for COVID-19.  All individuals identified 

during the contact tracing process have been notified by the school nurse and/or building administrator.  

One kindergarten classroom will learn remotely through November 13th.                                          

November 10th, Brownstone Intermediate School:  1 individual tested positive for COVID-19. Due to the 

requirements of the sixth grade teachers at Brownstone, all sixth grade students will learn remotely 

from Thursday, November 12th – Thursday, November 19th.               

November 13th, Portland High School: 2 individuals tested positive for COVID-19.  At this point, 73 

Portland High School students and 6 members of the PHS faculty and staff are considered close contacts 

and have been directed quarantine for 14 days.  Portland High School will move to remote learning for 

at a minimum Monday, November 16th, Tuesday, November 17th, and Wednesday, November 18th.  This 

will allow time to continue investigating the extent of any potential spread of the virus as we await test 

results from those who are in quarantine.        

November 17, 2020, Gildersleeve Elementary School:  1 individual tested positive for COVID-19.    

At this point, 3 members of the faculty and staff and 30 students are considered close contacts and have 

been directed to quarantine for 14 days.  The 30 students are in two second grade cohorts.                       

November 18, 2020, Portland High School:  Still waiting for test results from many of the 73 students 

and 9 faculty and staff who need to self-isolate.  Because of the effect of the self-isolation period on the 

high school faculty and staff, and the yet to be determined effect of the pending test results, Portland 

High School will remain in remote learning until, at minimum, Monday, November 30, 2020.                                                                                                                          

Portland Middle School is the only school not reporting any Covid cases. 

Dr. Britton then asked Russ Melmed if the rate of infection stayed at the percentage we are now or are 

we looking at an ever-increasing number of infections.  Russ Melmed affirmed that that the rate would 

continue to climb.   

Given that information, Dr. Britton announced that Portland Schools would pause for two weeks, 

beginning on November 30 through December 14, with all students learning remotely.   Schools will be 

accessible to students, staff, and families.  Mental health services will be available as well.  The school 

will work with the needs of parents and students at this time.   

Schools will be open Friday, November 20 and Monday, November 23, and Tuesday, November 24. 

Parent Conferences are schedule for parents on those two half days. 

Dawn Davis reported that this was not a lockdown as in the spring and that schools would be open for 

services to students with IEP and other needed services.  Teachers and administrators will be available 

for all students.  The model for reopening of schools after the two-week pause will be decided and 

parents will be notified. Consideration might be given to in person learning for all elementary grades 

(PreK - 6) and remote for middle and high school students (7-12). 

Meals will continue to be available to all students.  Details to follow.  

The board supports Dr. Britton, and a motion was made to show that support. 

Motion:  We, as the Board,  acknowledge and support the recommendation of Superintendent Charles 

Britton to “pause”  all Portland Schools for a period of two weeks for Remote Learning beginning on 

November 30, 2020 through December 14, 2020. 

Moved by T. Lavoy, seconded by L. Christensen. The motion passed unanimously  

 



The board members each spoke to the certainty that this is a right move to ensure the safety and health 

of all and that this is a tough decision not made lightly.  

The board will meet for the Regular Meeting on December 1, 2020 and will hold a Special Meeting on 

December 10, 2020 for the purpose of discussing the Reopening of Schools.  Information for meetings 

will be posted to the https://www.portlandctschools.org/ 

S. Peters encouraged families to reach out to the schools if they are experiencing difficulties, have 

unmet needs or questions.  We are all in this together.  C. Darby noted that there are community 

members already struggling and this will have impact.   

Motion to adjourn. 

Moved by M. Scata, seconded by T. Lavoy, passed unanimously   

Adjourned at 8:10 PM  

Respectfully submitted by,  

Meg Scata 

Secretary of the Board of Education 

Draft Minutes until approved by  

the Board of Education 
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