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AUSTIN BEUTNER UPDATE TO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
AS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY – APRIL 26, 2021 

Good morning. I’m Austin Beutner, Superintendent of Los Angeles Unified. 
 
We continue on the path to recovery as schools continue to open all over the Los 
Angeles area. Today, we’ll take a look on what’s happening at schools, as well as our 
continuing efforts to provide a safety net to the communities we serve. We will also talk 
about the importance of COVID testing at schools.  
  
This week marks a milestone – the final wave of school reopenings which includes all 
middle and high schools. By Thursday, secondary students will have joined elementary 
school students in being back on campus for the first time in more than a year. 
  
Classrooms are cleaned and disinfected, air is filtered through the equivalent of an N-95 
mask, facilities have been reconfigured to keep all people at school safely apart and 
everyone has been COVID tested before they came back to school. And this week, we 
will provide our one-millionth COVID test. 
 
Last week, the Magic School Bus took me on a 350-mile journey to 18 schools across 
the Los Angeles area. When I visit schools, I have the good fortune to ride alongside 
Manny Covarrubias. Manny joined Los Angeles Unified nearly 30 years ago as a bus 
driver and 20 years ago started working with Superintendents. He’s taken us safely to 
schools across the Los Angeles area. Note the cool Dodger glasses and the smile, a 
permanent fixture on his face. 
 
Manny is just one of the many thousands of people behind the smiles at schools this 
past week. In addition to the extraordinary efforts of school principals and teachers, 
custodians are keeping schools clean, plant managers are making sure air-filtration 
systems are working properly, administrative assistants and budget teams keeping 
schools running smoothly, bus drivers are bringing children safely to and from school, 
parent community representatives are providing help to families and keeping everybody 
connected, school police are keeping schools safe and campus aides are doing just 
about everything they can to help. 
 
The joy of being in classrooms again, of learning and dancing together, seeing friends 
and colleagues in person -- all reminds us what’s so special about being at school. Not 
only do these human connections help us feel whole, they provide the spark for learning 
in all of us, children and adults. 
 
I’ve just finished a great new book – “The Code Breaker” – about a pioneering woman, 
Jennifer Doudna, and the work she and others are doing in the field of biotechnology. 
The author talks about an annual conference attended by the world’s top geneticists 
which, this past year, was held online. 
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“People introduced themselves in a stilted way,” he writes. “Then a moderator broke us 
into groups of six and sent us to breakout Zoom rooms. After twenty minutes, each 
breakout session ended and we were assigned randomly to a different group. Oddly, 
the format worked rather well when the conversations drilled down on specific scientific 
questions. There were interesting discussions of such topics as protein synthesis 
techniques and the hardware being built … to do automated cell editing. But there was 
none of the ordinary social chat that lubricates real life and nurtures emotional 
connections.” 
 
He goes on to say, “As Steve Jobs emphasized when he built a headquarters for Pixar 
and planned a new Apple campus, new ideas are born out of serendipitous encounters. 
In-person interactions are especially important in the initial brainstorming of new ideas 
and forging of personal bonds.” 
 
The same benefit from human interaction is true in education which highlights the 
importance of school reopenings.  
 
Please enjoy a short clip of the fun I had alongside students and staff at schools last 
week. 
 
The reopening of schools makes a difference for families as well. They know their 
children are safe, learning and in a place where they can work through some of the 
trauma and anxiety they’ve experienced this past year. Being together at school is a 
start on the path to recovery for our school communities.  
 
One stop on my tour was Brooklyn Avenue Elementary in East Los Angeles, a school 
with about 500 students and 50 staff. It was the last school I visited on March 13, 2020, 
as we prepared to close school facilities due to the onset of the virus. In the Brooklyn 
school community since then, two students have lost their parents to COVID, six lost 
grandparents and two staff members lost their parents as well. A staggering loss of 10 
lives in a small school community. It will take resources, support and a good deal of 
time for the Brooklyn school community to heal. 
 
Reopening schools is an important part of the healing process. We need to build on this 
and make sure all students are back in the classroom where they belong. Please listen 
to the thoughts of just a few of the families we serve. 
 
As students in middle and high schools have the opportunity to return to schedule this 
week, it’s important to note their on-campus experience will be somewhat different from 
elementary school students. 
 
Secondary students at school will start the day with in-person, teacher-led engagement 
in an advisory period to help reconnect with each other. They’ll then participate in 
classes online, have lunch with friends, access to a safe place with the internet and all 
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they need to study independently before participating in after-school activities like sports 
or music. 
 
At this time, students won’t have in-person instruction in most of their classes for a very 
important reason. Secondary students, even in small groups of 12 or 14 people, would 
still go to 6 or 7 different classes each day and would come in contact with about 250 
people. One individual with the virus could potentially pass it on to lots of others. At this 
time we’re going to err on the side of caution to keep people safe for the few weeks 
remaining in the semester. And it wouldn’t make any sense to change school schedules 
this late in the school year. 
 
Looking ahead, we’ll be able to reduce the number of people students come in contact 
with throughout the entire day during in-person instruction by adjusting school 
schedules. This, plus further progress in vaccinations and continued reduction in the 
spread of the virus, should allow for all-day, in-person instruction when the new school 
year starts.  
 
As families prepare their children for a return to school, we want to remind everyone 
about Los Angeles Unified’s school-based COVID testing program. This program’s 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 is tested 
for COVID before they return to school and regularly at 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. 
 
The COVID safety practices and protocols we’re putting in place will not only reopen 
schools in the safest way possible but will help keep them open.  
 
It’s not hard to get tested as even our youngest learners are able to participate. My 
friend, Ah’naire, at Canoga Park Early Education Center, showed me just how easy it is 
while I helped her count the time needed for the test swab to be administered. 
 
Once everyone is used to being part of this program, it’ll be worth it. It’s all part of our 
commitment to create the safest possible school environment. 
 
We’re doing something no other school district in the nation of our size has attempted -- 
trying to stop the spread of the virus before it gets to schools. Let me remind you why. 
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We know both children and adults can get the virus and spread it to others. And more 
than half the people who contract the virus got it from someone who showed no 
symptoms despite being contagious. 
 
If 90% of the people on a school campus are children who have not been vaccinated, 
the safest thing to do is to test everyone, children and adults, before they start school 
and regularly thereafter. And that’s exactly what we’re doing at schools in Los Angeles 
Unified. 
 
In any new undertaking this large and complicated there are bound to be a few hiccups. 
A student or staff member might be absent the day the COVID testing team is at their 
school or the mobile testing van might get a flat tire on the way and miss its scheduled 
time. 
 
Our goal is regular, weekly tests but on a few occasions it might be 8 or even 14 days 
between tests instead of 5 or 7. There’s no bright line in science between these two 
scenarios. We’ll still be operating the most comprehensive system in the nation to keep 
COVID out of schools.  
 
We’re aiming to test the vast majority of those at schools regularly, but as long as there 
are individuals with COVID in the communities we serve, some of them may bring the 
virus to school. We’re not the NBA and we can’t create a bubble.  
 
Over the last three weeks, 105 employees and 196 students tested positive for COVID-
19 before their schools opened. That's 301 people with the virus our testing program 
has kept safely isolated and not in schools.  
 
Los Angeles Unified provided more than 300,000 tests to help prepare students and 
staff to return to schools and is now testing about 25-30,000 people each day. On 
average day, that’s more than ⅓ of all COVID tests being administered in the Los 
Angeles area.  
 
This ongoing testing at schools will find people who have the virus. But we’ve systems 
in place, including Daily Pass, to quickly share this information with families and school 
staff to help them respond. Those with the virus can be quickly and safely isolated and 
provided with access to healthcare if they need it. The ongoing testing program at 
schools has identified 31 athletes, 6 students at elementary schools and 4 adults with 
the virus. They’ve been isolated at home, and we are preventing the spread in our 
classrooms and athletic fields. 
 
Our goal is to keep the virus from spreading in schools. That’s also where the 
importance of the nation-leading health and safety practices we’ve put in place at 
schools come into play as a comparison piece to the testing. So far, it’s working as no 
cases of the virus have been linked to each other or further cases at schools. 
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Let’s take a closer look at where the cases have arisen and what’s being done in 
response. I’ll put them into three groupings -- high school athletes who've been 
participating in sports since late March, staff currently working at schools and 
elementary students who are back in schools.  
 
The largest number of cases so far are amongst the athletes, in part because they’ve 
been participating in the ongoing testing for the longest time. Nearly 24,000 high-
schoolers are participating in a variety of programs for more than a month. Their 
families are all aware of the risks but have decided, on balance, they’re comfortable. 
 
For each positive case, all close contacts – meaning those who have been within six 
feet for 15 minutes or more -- are notified to quarantine for 10 days and take a COVID 
test on the fifth day. Additionally, all other students and staff in that same cohort will 
receive notification in writing and by phone that there has been a positive case and 
whether or not they’ve been in close contact. The entire school will be notified of any 
positive cases as well as the cohort. 
 
I got tested at a high school last week, along with a couple of moms and their sons who 
were excited to be returning to schools. 
 
Families are hearing from friends, classmates and neighbors that we’re reopening 
schools the right way in Los Angeles Unified and the school environment is safe. The 
word is spreading, and we are seeing an increase in the numbers of students returning 
to school each day as more schools reopen and families become familiar with the 
COVID-testing process. 
 
On Thursday, April 15th, fourth and fifth graders part of our first wave of elementary 
school students and schools reopening joined other students who were already back. At 
that time, fewer than half of the 8,500 students who were expected back had returned. 
Just one week later, more than 85% of students had returned. And an additional 1,000 
families indicated they’d like their child to shift from online instruction back to the 
classroom.  
 
It’s going to be a gradual process like this as families see how it’s working and hear 
from friends and neighbors about their child’s experience in schools. 
 
While many students are returning to schools, many haven’t and we are continuing our 
efforts to make sure all children have access to nutritious meals even if they are not in 
schools. 
 
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. Adults in need of food 
assistance may visit the Los Angeles Unified website for information about alternative 
sites for food assistance. 
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COVID-19 has had a devastating impact on many families in the communities we serve 
and created real fears about the virus. This plays an important role in many families’ 
reluctance to send their child back to school. The opportunity gaps for children from 
families who are struggling to get by will only worsen if they’re not back in schools with 
their peers from more affluent communities. 
  
It’s simple enough to see the solution – providing vaccinations for families with children 
in schools will help get more children back in schools. 
  
We’re expanding the safety net we are providing to include vaccinations at school sites 
as part of our commitment to do all we can to protect the health and safety of everyone 
in the school community. 
  
Four school-based vaccination clinics are now open and 15 additional clinics will open 
in the next few weeks. We will continue to add more sites as health authorities provide 
access to the vaccine for school-based efforts like ours. 
  
This local, school-based approach has already begun helping high-schoolers, who are 
aged 16-18 and now eligible to be vaccinated. This effort will also be needed in the 
months ahead when vaccines are proven safe and effective for younger 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. 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. 
  
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. 
 
Last week, I joined Max Arias, who is the Chairman of the Child Care Alliance and 
Executive Director of SEIU Local 99, to advocate for an early education system that 
works for all families. Increased access to childcare in high-needs communities will 
allow more adults to return to work or seek additional education and job training.  
 
We continue to see the disproportionate impact this crisis is having on low-income and 
working families in so many areas. Child care is no exception. Better access to quality 
childcare will help working families on their path to recovery and will provide a better 
foundation for children in their learning. Children who attend preschool get a head start 
on how to socialize with others and build their academic skills so they can hit the ground 
running when they enter kindergarten.  
 
Throughout the pandemic, we’ve been rebuilding relationships with community partners 
and philanthropic organizations while creating new partnerships to help schools and 
students. Step Up Tutoring was launched to provide free, online tutoring at schools 
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throughout Los Angeles Unified and will be helping more than 2,000 students by 
August. Please watch this short video to learn just a bit more. 
 
I want to close this week with a note of thanks. As the son of a public-school teacher 
and the product of a great public education, it’s been an honor to serve as 
Superintendent of Los Angeles Unified for these past three years. It is the most 
rewarding job I’ve held during my nearly 40-year career. 
  
That sentiment guided my thinking as I weighed the Board of Education’s request to 
consider an extension of my contract. I reflected on the shared lessons and significant 
progress of the past three years. We have built a foundation to enable dedicated 
teachers, hard-working staff and an engaged Board to continue on the path to recovery 
for children and provide them with the education and opportunity they deserve. 
  
I also found myself returning to Robert Baden-Powell’s words to “leave this world a little 
bit better than you found it.” We have indeed accomplished that during my time as 
Superintendent. By putting students, their schools and the communities we serve back 
at the center of everything we do, we are rebuilding trust in the families and 
communities we serve. Teachers and staff in schools throughout Los Angeles Unified 
are showing that we can break free from some of the past practices which stood in the 
way of progress. This newfound ability to try different approaches to help students will 
continue to bear fruit.  
 
The combination of renewed trust, together with the ability to make change for the 
better, are providing the foundation for a successful reopening of schools, and they will 
be the seed for continued progress in the years to come. 
  
And so I believe that it is fitting that a new superintendent should have the privilege of 
welcoming students back to school in the fall. My time as Superintendent will end as 
planned on June 30th.  
 
The past three years have presented Los Angeles Unified with unprecedented 
challenges. I’m proud to say we’ve risen to the occasion and grateful to have worked 
alongside so many who are deeply committed to helping children. It’s been my privilege 
to contribute to work that reinforces one of the greatest achievements in human history: 
a free public education for every child which creates a path out of poverty for some 
children and the promise of greater opportunity for all students. 
 
In the weeks ahead, I will remain focused on ensuring that schools reopen in the safest 
way possible while helping in a seamless leadership transition. There’s lots of work to 
do and the kids are counting on us. 
  
Thank you for the opportunity to serve and for your continued patience and support. I 
look forward to seeing you at school this week!  
  
 


