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AUSTIN BEUTNER UPDATE TO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
AS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY – APRIL 19, 2021 

Good morning. I’m Austin Beutner, Superintendent of Los Angeles Unified. 
  
This is an exciting time. We’ve lots to share as schools are reopening all over the Los 
Angeles area. I’ll also provide an update on some of the ongoing work to help students 
learn while we continue to provide a safety net to the communities we serve. 
 
This past week, 61 elementary schools and 11 early education centers opened their 
doors to welcome students back to campuses for the first time in about 14 months. The 
joy on the faces of students, staff and families – evident even from behind their masks – 
made the previous 411 days feel like a distant memory, if only for a moment. 
 
Students read and solved math problems, greeted friends they hadn’t seen in person for 
over a year, and we all danced together in celebration. At every school, teachers and 
staff are doing their best to welcome students back in the safest way possible. The 
extraordinary collaboration among all of the people who work in schools is a very visible 
demonstration of our shared understanding about the importance of school reopening. 
The safe school environments we have created will serve students well as we continue 
on the path to recovery. 
  
We know students learn best in a school classroom and my message for families who 
are reluctant to have their child return to school is simple. School is safe and, as my 
new friend Laila says, school is a lot of fun.  
 
We’ve upgraded air filters with the equivalent of an N-95 mask and reprogrammed the 
systems to circulate the air 24 hours a day to keep it clean. Custodial staff is doubled to 
make sure schools are cleaned and disinfected top to bottom. And classrooms have 
been reconfigured to keep all at school safely apart. Staff have been trained and 
schools have been provided with adequate supplies of PPE. And Los Angeles Unified is 
providing regular COVID tests at schools to students, staff and their families.  
 
And, most importantly as you'll hear directly from them, students are happy to be back 
in school with their teachers and friends, they're excited to learn and they're having fun. 
  
I had a chance to talk with students, families and staff about how it felt to be back at 
school. Some were nervous about their first day of kindergarten, or taking their first 
COVID test, others had questions about what it would look like or how things would 
work, but all were excited and happy to be back together. This is what recovery looks 
like – students experiencing the joy of learning in a school classroom. 
 
Please enjoy highlights of my visits at schools last week. 
 



2 
 

This week, all elementary schools and early education centers will open, and next week, 
middle and high schools. For over a year the halls have been empty and the 
playgrounds barren. There is no better sound than that of children at school, and that 
sound is back in schools throughout Los Angeles Unified. 
  
Before your child joins the fun, please, remember they must have a COVID test during 
the week prior to their school reopening. You can make an appointment at 
dailypass.lausd.net, call L A Unified’s COVID help hotline, or walk in to any of our 43 
test sites, all located at schools in your local community.  
  
During my updates over the last many months, I have shared information about the 
safety net Los Angeles Unified has been providing for students and families, the 
generous support from individuals as well as the business and philanthropic 
communities, and the millions of meals we have provided to anyone in need. 
  
Los Angeles Unified marked an important milestone in its nation-leading food relief 
effort last week. Grab & Go Food Centers served their last meals as we completed the 
transition of our relief efforts back to a school-based meal program focused on students. 
 
When school campuses closed, hundreds of thousands of children counted on Los 
Angeles Unified for nutritious meals each day at school. In less than a week, we set up 
a food relief effort that since provided children and adults with 123,232,019 meals along 
with about 30 million items of much-needed supplies. More than 93 million of the meals 
were provided to children and almost 30 million meals to adults.  
  
LA Students Most in Need, the charitable fund Los Angeles Unified created to help 
provide a safety net for the school community, received funds and in-kind donations 
totaling almost $40 million to help in this effort.  
 
Behind each meal is a dedicated team of cafeteria workers, custodians, warehouse 
workers, truck drivers, school principals and staff and countless others without whom 
none of this would have been possible. Together, we provided meals to all who needed 
them without question because we knew it was the right thing to do. It’s been our 
privilege to serve the community in this time of need.  
  
Adults who are still in need of food assistance may visit the Los Angeles Unified’s 
website for information about alternative sites for food assistance. 
  
Every child will continue to be able to receive meals at any school, every weekday, 
whether they are participating in school in-person or online. 
  
We will also continue to provide much-needed supplies to the communities we serve at 
schools and Community of School offices. Last weekend we were joined at 54th Street 
Elementary in the View Park community by Shoes That Fit, who provided a brand new 
pair of shoes for every student at the school, Baby2Baby who provided Backpacks, 
schools supplies, diapers and wipes, by Amazon who provided a gift card for families, 
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and by See’s Candies, who provided each family with a box of chocolates to help 
celebrate the reopening of schools.  
 
As families prepare their children for a return to school, we want to remind everyone 
about Los Angeles Unified’s school-based COVID-19 testing program. This program is 
an important part of our commitment to reopen schools in the safest way possible. Last 
summer, we brought together Stanford, Johns Hopkins, UCLA, Anthem Blue Cross, 
Health Net, Cedars-Sinai and SummerBio to help us create the nation’s most 
comprehensive school-based COVID testing program, while Microsoft built the software 
to schedule the tests and share the information with the school community and health 
authorities. This is an extraordinary undertaking – making sure every student and staff 
member is tested for COVID before they return to school and regularly in schools 
thereafter.  
  
As part of this, we’re helping students and families learn to use Daily Pass, the state-of-
the-art technology system which helps schedule appointments and provides real-time 
information to schools and families to help respond to any issues.  
 
Over the last two weeks, 72 employees and 105 students tested positive for COVID-19 
before their school opened. That's 177 people with the virus our testing program has 
kept safely isolated and not in schools. 
 
There are bound to be a few bumps in the road, but once everyone is used to being part 
of this comprehensive program it’ll be worth it. It’s all part of our commitment to create 
the safest possible school environment. 
  
All students who return to campus for in-person learning must be COVID-tested the 
week prior to their school opening. For students starting school this week, it’s not too 
late to be tested today. For students returning to school the week of April 26th, please 
schedule your appointment sometime this week. All of Los Angeles Unified’s school-
based testing centers will be open 7 days a week, from 7 am to 7 pm, through April 
25th. If you have any issues with scheduling, please call our hotline, walk up to the 
testing center closest to you or call your school principal. 
  
We dropped in on the COVID testing sites at Gompers Middle School and the RFK 
Community Schools last week, where the Habit burger truck and Tacos Don Cuco 
provided lunch to students and their families who came to get their COVID tests, and 
share their excitement about school reopening.  
 
I shared lunch with Cercutta, De’Mari, De’Zier, DeZavier, Wallisha and Xavier. We 
talked about a variety of topics – the excitement of being in schools, the chances the 
Lakers repeat as champions, all of the characters in Fortnight and then a few of the 
children gave a group of us dance lessons. All part of a typical school lunch.  
In addition to the nearly 800,000 free COVID tests we provided to students, staff and 
families at their neighborhood schools, we’re now expanding the safety net to include 



4 
 

vaccinations at 25 school sites as part of our commitment to do all we can to protect the 
health and safety of everyone in the school community.  
 
It’s worth noting, roughly one-third of those receiving vaccinations at these sites are 
using a computer to make an appointment, about a third are calling the phone line we 
set up and about a third of people just walk in. We are truly providing access to people 
from communities who haven’t had access to the vaccine. 
 
This local, school-based approach will be needed in the months ahead when vaccines 
are proven safe and effective for children. Ninety percent of people on a school campus 
at any point in time are children. Herd immunity won’t be reached at schools or in the 
broader community until children are vaccinated.  
 
And further down the road, booster shots or seasonal vaccinations may be necessary 
as the CEO of Pfizer recently said. A system needs to be put in place to provide these 
safely, reliably and as efficiently as possible. Schools will be an important part of the 
solution. 
 
We will continue to open these school-based vaccination centers over the next couple 
of weeks and hope to add more locations to serve other communities which lack access 
to the vaccine as health authorities provide a greater supply of doses. 
  
COVID has had a devastating impact on many families in the communities we serve 
and created real fear about the virus. These fears translate into a reluctance to send 
their children back to school. The opportunity gaps for students from families who are 
struggling to get by will only worsen if they’re not back in schools with their peers from 
more affluent neighborhoods. 
  
It’s simple enough to see the solution – providing vaccinations for families with children 
in schools is one of the most important things we can do to get more children back in 
schools. 
  
If you have any questions or need assistance in receiving a free vaccination at a school 
in your neighborhood, please call our Family Vaccination Hotline, or visit Los Angeles 
Unified’s website.  
 
All during this pandemic, work has continued to help accelerate the growth of student 
learning. For example, work continues to streamline Los Angeles Unified and put all 
resources at schools in local communities. This builds on the progress over the last two 
years to establish a hub in each of the 44 communities served by the school district.  
Local leaders in each of these Community of Schools offices help connect schools, 
teachers and staff with the students and families they serve in each local community. 
Educators can plan together, families can more easily have their issues addressed and 
have access to services, community partners are more closely connected to 
neighborhood schools and the unique needs of each student can be better addressed in 
this very local approach. 
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The next step in this process of decentralization is to evaluate real estate currently used 
by Los Angeles Unified for administrative purposes. The school district’s headquarters 
building on Beaudry Avenue is about 900,000 square feet which housed approximately 
3,500 people before the pandemic. Like many large employers, Los Angeles Unified 
has learned how to balance remote and in-person work during this crisis.  
  
Similarly, Los Angeles Unified owns 18 acres of land on San Pedro Street in downtown 
which is currently used primarily to park and service a portion of the school bus fleet. 
The land is quite valuable and could be redeveloped as office space or housing and it 
may be possible the fleet operations can be moved to less expensive sites or buses 
parked on publicly owned rights of ways like utility transmission corridors. 
 
The capable and experienced administrators, bus drivers, and others who work in these 
downtown sites play an invaluable role in the work at schools. Through a combination of 
remote work and relocation to an office closer to where they live and work, these 
employees may benefit from shorter commutes as well as quicker access and closer 
connection to the schools they support. The redevelopment of these administrative sites 
might realize substantial sums of money which could be better used to provide direct 
services to students in schools.  
  
We’ve been working for more than two years to put schools and their students back at 
the center of all we do and this is another step in that process. This realignment may 
also make it easier for some employees to work closer to home and to the schools they 
support. A win-win for students and employees – less commuting and more support for 
schools. 
 
Work also continues to help students learn. I’ve spoken before about the Primary 
Promise which we launched last August as part of our commitment to help all 
elementary school students build a foundation in literacy, math and critical thinking 
skills. At its core, we added more Reading teachers to work directly with students on a 
plan tailored specifically to each student. 
 
About 2,500 students who were struggling to read were selected and put into small 
groups. These students included English learners, students who are experiencing 
homelessness or are part of the foster care system and other high-needs students. The 
results simply put are astounding.  
 
To provide a bit of context, let’s compare students who are participating in the Primary 
Promise program with other students. The Local District South for example 450 first-
graders out of about 6,000 are participating in the program.  
 
The 450 students in the program were well behind in reading to start the year and they 
have already caught up with their peers just midway through the school year.  
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We’re not waiting until next school year to help students recover. We started this effort 
last August as soon as we had results from quick diagnostic tests of first-graders taken 
at the start of the school year. 
 
We knew children just learning to read would be among those most impacted by the 
shift to online learning and we jumped in with both feet to help. 
 
It’s worth noting all of this progress has been made while students are online. Imagine 
how much more success students will have in this reading program when they’re back 
in school classrooms with their teachers.  
 
Needless to say, we’re excited about these results and are working to expand the 
opportunity for students in all schools to participate. 
 
We understand it will take time for some families to feel comfortable about their child 
returning to school. We’re here to help answer any questions you might have. And 
please feel free to stop by your child’s school and take a closer look. 
 
The reopening of schools in Los Angeles Unified isn’t a simple exercise. Lots of parts all 
have to come together at the same time. There are bound to be some issues or 
problems which arise but you can rest assured we’ll be doing everything humanly 
possible to solve them as quickly as we can. 
 
Thank you for your continued patience and support. I look forward to seeing you at 
school this week! 
 
I hope these words of encouragement from students, teachers and school staff helps 
remind all of us schools are where children learn best and school is fun. 


