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By John Hageman
ND Newspaper Association
A new poll found North Da-

kota parents are split on how 
to best teach children during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, as 
education administrators con-
tinue to grapple with whether 
to keep kids in classrooms or 
online amid a surge in cases. 

Forty-two percent of North 
Dakota households with 
children said classes should 
be taught online until the 
pandemic is over, but 35 
percent said schools should 
use a hybrid approach that 
includes some in-person learn-
ing. Twenty-three percent said 
students should immediately 
return to their classrooms. 

The results didn’t surprise 
Dr. Tracie Newman, a member 
of the Fargo Public School 
Board involved in COVID-19 in-
structional plans. She said par-
ents protested when students 
went to virtual classes, but 
there were objections when 
kids reentered the classroom 
as well. 

“I think week to week, atti-
tudes change,” Newman said. 

Decisions on whether 
to teach kids online, in the 
classroom or a mix of both are 
being made at the local level 
in North Dakota, Newman said, 
with guidance from the state. 
Elementary students in Fargo 
Public Schools are learning in-
person, while middle and high 
schools are using a hybrid 

model. 
Newman said Fargo officials 

are waiting to see how the 
Thanksgiving holiday plays 
out before making any changes 
to instructional plans. Health 
experts have warned against 
gathering for the holiday as 
cases spike around the coun-
try.

But many parents’ appar-
ent desire for kids to get their 
education online contrasts 
sharply with current practices 

around the state. 
More than half of the teach-

ers responding to a separate 
North Dakota United poll in 
October said their school was 
using face-to-face instruc-
tion. Another 43 percent were 
employing a hybrid model and 
only 2 percent were strictly 
virtual. Teachers were fairly 
split on which setting was 
best. 

North Dakota United 
President Nick Archuleta said 
their polling shows teachers 
increasingly favor distance 
learning. As cases spike, it 
makes sense that North Dako-
tans would favor keeping kids 
at home to slow the virus’s 
spread, he said.  

“People read the papers, 
they watch the news, they 
know that our health care 
systems are overrun and over-
whelmed,” he said.  

Newman, a pediatrician, 
said school officials need to 
also consider the effects of 
keeping kids out of the class-
room, such as social isolation 
and the economic conse-
quences for parents who need 
to stay home and watch their 
children. She said the commu-
nity needs to take other steps, 
such as increasing mask usage, 
before schools are asked to 
make big sacrifices to fight the 
pandemic. 

“Schools provide a lot more 
than just education for chil-
dren,” Newman said. 

By John Hageman
ND Newspaper Association
A new poll shows nearly one 

in four North Dakotans know 
someone who has died from 
complications of COVID-19, a 
stark indicator of the pandem-
ic’s ongoing devastation.

Meanwhile, more than three-
fourths of respondents support 
some form of mandates to curb 
the spread of the coronavirus.

The poll was commissioned 
by the North Dakota Newspa-
per Association, and responses 
were gathered online by Nash-
ville, Tenn.-based Coda Ven-
tures from Nov. 4-16. Pollsters 
questioned 400 North Dakotans 
from across the state on their 
attitudes about wearing masks 
in public, the government’s 
response to the pandemic and 
how they’ve been affected by 
the public health crisis.

There was already plenty 
of evidence of the pandemic’s 
growing destruction in North 
Dakota. More than 1 in 1,000 
North Dakotans have died from 
COVID-19 and more than 75,000 
have tested positive, straining 
the state’s health care system.

But the poll adds more con-
text to the pandemic’s scale.

Nearly half of the poll’s 
respondents reported that they 
or someone they know has 
tested positive for COVID-19, 
and 24 percent said they knew 
someone who lost their life 
because they contracted it. 

Done in partnership with the 
education and public workers 
union North Dakota United, the 
poll also tallied the economic 
damage left by the pandemic. 
A third of the respondents said 

they had seen a reduction in 
their paycheck, hours or sales. 
Another 15 percent had been 
furloughed, laid-off or other-
wise lost their job.

And though 83 percent of 

respondents agreed wearing 
masks, social 

distancing and 
avoiding 
crowds is 
the best 
way to 
stop the 
virus, only 

67 percent 
said they 
“always” 

wear a mask 
in public 

places. In late Oc-
tober, just before polling began, 
the White House’s coronavirus 
response coordinator said 
Bismarck residents’ adherence 
to COVID-19 guidelines was 
the worst she had seen in the 
country. 

Tanis Welch, an associate 
professor in public health 
education at the University of 
North Dakota, said more people 
are wearing masks now, but 
their initial aversion to them 
has forced more drastic choic-
es today.

“Why weren’t we talking 
about these mask mandates 
in March, April and May?” she 
asked. 

Pollsters gathered most of 
the responses before Gov. Doug 
Burgum reversed course and is-
sued a statewide mask mandate 
earlier this month. The order, 
which is in effect through Dec. 
13, also limits bar and restau-
rant capacity.

Avoiding statewide restric-
tions by relying on a message 
of personal responsibility in 
recent months, the Republican 
governor said a recent surge in 
cases required a change.

Despite Burgum’s reluctance, 
the NDNA poll found 60 percent 
of North Dakotans support a 
statewide mandatory mask 

order. That enjoyed less ap-
proval than a local government 
mandate (68 percent support), 
but it was more popular than a 
national masking requirement 
(56 percent support).

Burgum’s spokesman Mike 
Nowatzki said the governor’s 
decision was based on reduced 
hospital capacity and “feedback 
from local leaders and local 
public health units that enforce-
able state action would support 
their local efforts.”

“The governor has consis-
tently echoed the recommen-
dations of health experts for 
increased mask usage and will 
continue to encourage the use 
of face coverings to help slow 
the spread of coronavirus and 
take pressure off North Da-
kota’s hardworking frontline 
health care workers,” Nowatzki 
said. 

Moreover, 78 percent of poll 
respondents favored some form 
of mandates, whether it’s social 
distancing or masking require-
ments. More than half said busi-
nesses like bars, restaurants, 
entertainment venues, salons 
and fitness centers should 
remain open but with capac-
ity limits and social distancing 
rules. 

“Our civic leaders should 
take a great deal of encourage-
ment that the majority of North 
Dakotans support these mea-
sures,” said Dr. Paul Carson, 
an infectious disease specialist 
and public health professor at 
North Dakota State University. 

But there have already been 
signs of resistance to the gover-
nor’s mandate. Multiple county 
sheriffs have issued statements 
saying they won’t enforce the 
masking order, and the Tioga 
School Board voted against 
implementing it before financial 

pressure from the state caused 
them to reverse course, said 
Board President Mark Schmidt.

“We’re not not wearing 
masks. The issue is local 
control and personal choice,” 
he said. “We don’t believe that 
COVID is fake.”

Of the 11 percent of survey 
respondents who said they 
only sometimes, rarely or 
never wear a mask, most either 
questioned their effectiveness 
or said requiring a face cover-
ing “infringes on my freedom of 
choice.”

The Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention says masks 
are effective in blocking respi-
ratory particles that spread 
COVID-19, and it recommends 
people wear non-valved, multi-
layer cloth masks. The federal 
agency says that’s especially 
important for people who are 
unknowingly infected with the 
virus but aren’t showing any 
symptoms.   

Carson raised concerns 
about the state’s rate of mask 
usage as well as the 14 percent 
of respondents who said they 
continue to socialize in public 
places without social distanc-
ing, a practice that he said con-
tributes to the virus’s spread.

The survey was completed 
just before the Thanksgiving 
holiday, which health officials 
worried would fuel the con-
tinued spread of the virus as 
people gathered with friends 
and family.

“It’s a really critical time 
coming up with the holidays,” 
said Renae Moch, public health 
director for the city of Bismarck 
and Burleigh County. “If we con-
tinue to go down the path that 
we are, the Christmas holiday 
could be much worse than what 
we’re experiencing right now.”

By John Hageman
ND Newspaper Association
Nearly two-thirds of North 

Dakotans said in a recent poll 
that they would take a free 
COVID-19 vaccine approved by 
federal authorities, a figure that 
health experts welcomed as an 
encouraging sign.

The poll found 62 percent of 
North Dakotans would take a 
no-cost vaccine approved by 
the U.S. Food and Drug Admin-
istration to prevent the corona-
virus. 

Molly Howell, the immuniza-
tion program manager for the 
North Dakota Department of 
Health, said their goal is to have 
70 percent of eligible residents 
accept the vaccine, a number 
she said national experts indi-
cate is needed to achieve “herd 
immunity” and prevent ongoing 
virus transmission. 

“I think right now, it’s OK for 
people to feel a little hesitant,” 
said Howell.

Dr. Paul Carson, an infectious 
disease specialist and public 
health professor at NDSU, was 
also encouraged by the poll 
results and said the number of 
unsure respondents puts the 
state within reach of the 70 
percent goal. 

Pollsters were gathering re-
sponses when news first arrived 
that drugmakers had developed 
highly effective vaccines, pro-
viding a much-needed hope that 
the fight against COVID-19 was 
about to turn a corner. 

Health care workers and 
those living in long-term care fa-
cilities are likely the first in line 
for a vaccine, with teachers, 
police and people with underly-
ing health conditions following, 
Howell said. Members of the 
general public may have to wait 
until spring, she said.

Until then, health experts 
are urging people to take pre-
cautions like wearing masks, 
social distancing and avoiding 
crowds. 

National polls have showed 

Americans’ shifting attitudes 
about taking a vaccine.

Two-thirds of respondents 
to a Gallup survey said in July 
that they would take an FDA-
approved, no-cost vaccine, 
but that number dipped to 50 
percent in September before ris-
ing to 58 percent a month later. 
People who said they wouldn’t 
get inoculated cited the vac-
cine’s hurried development and 
concerns about safety.

A draft vaccination plan from 
the North Dakota Department 
of Health, dated mid-October, 
acknowledges that only half of 
Americans appear to be willing 
to get vaccinated. It said the 
process for allocating a vaccine 
“needs to balance expediting 
vaccination with risks of wast-
age” if people are hesitant to 
take it.

Nashville-based Coda Ven-
tures, which performed the 
NDNA online poll, did not ques-
tion North Dakotans on reasons 
for their wariness. 

Howell said vaccines are go-
ing through a rigorous approval 
process despite the quickened 
development. She lamented 
that the issue has been “po-
liticized” in recent months and 
urged people to seek out infor-
mation from credible sources. 

“The last thing anyone wants 
is a vaccine that is not safe, is 
not effective and will hurt confi-
dence that we will routinely use 
in the United States,” Howell 
said. 
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