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AUSTIN BEUTNER UPDATE TO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
AS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY – MARCH 15, 2021 

Good morning. I’m Austin Beutner, Superintendent of Los Angeles Unified. 
  
This past Saturday marked one year since school campuses closed due to COVID-19. 
It’s been an extraordinary year – a time of sacrifice and determination, pain and 
suffering, mixed with moments of hope and optimism – sometimes all in the same day. 
I’ll share some reflections, as well as recognition for those who have worked tirelessly 
over the past 367 days to provide food, computers and internet access, instruction, 
counseling, COVID testing and vaccines, and a safety net to the communities we serve. 
And we’ll talk about the path to reopening schools in April. 
  
Los Angeles Unified has now reached agreement with all our labor partners on plans to 
reopen schools. These agreements provide for a hybrid model at all grade levels, 
combining in-person and online instruction with students remaining in small, stable 
cohorts while at school to help prevent the spread of the virus. 
 
This approach reinforces my commitment to reopen schools with the highest standard 
of COVID safety, continued reduction of the virus in the communities we serve and 
access to vaccinations for school staff. It’s this shared commitment with our labor 
partners to the highest safety standards at schools and spirit of collaboration we’ll take 
back with us when we reopen campuses. 
  
The target for reopening schools remains mid-April for preschool and elementary school 
students, as well as students with learning differences and disabilities and by the end of 
the month for secondary schools. The precise timing will be a function of the number of 
vaccine doses made available by County and State authorities to vaccinate school staff. 
Already, almost 40,000 employees have received a vaccination, put in place a plan to 
receive it or have indicated they don’t wish to receive the vaccination at this time. About 
85% of elementary school staff now have a vaccination plan, 42% in middle schools and 
about 20% of high school staff. We should have a better picture on the progress of the 
vaccination effort later this week.   
 
Last week, all families were provided with Return to Campus Guides which contain  
detailed information on the health and safety preparations at schools, COVID testing for 
students and staff, COVID safety protocols and instructional schedules. Copies of the 
Guide are available in multiple languages and at any school. Every school principal will 
hold meetings to review these plans and there will be more than 40 community town 
halls across the Los Angeles area to answer questions as well. 
  
Once families have a full understanding of the choices, they will need to let us know 
whether their child will return to the classroom or complete the semester online.  
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Schools will use that information to finalize staffing plans to make sure every student 
gets the best possible education. 
  
I’ve received lots of questions from families about what a return to school will look like 
for their children. I pulled together a few of my colleagues to answer some of the most 
common questions. Please have a listen. 
  
About 10% of families have already responded to the survey which provides us with an 
early picture of what we’ll see come April. What we are seeing so far reinforces the 
disproportionate impact the virus has had on many of the communities we serve. 
 
The Los Angeles area ranks in the top 5 cities in the nation in COVID deaths per capita, 
with about 200 deaths per 100,000 people, more than twice that in San Diego and three 
times that in San Francisco, well above the national average of about 150. More than 
three-quarters of the communities served by schools which are part of Los Angeles 
Unified exceed the local average with some having more than 100% higher death tolls 
than the rest of the nation.  
 
The New York Times had a cover story last May on the backlog at funeral homes in 
New York as families waited to bury their loved ones. They ran the same story about 
funeral homes in Los Angeles a bit more than just a week ago. The trauma, anxiety and 
very real concern about the virus isn’t going away just because a few politicians declare 
it’s time to reopen. It will take time to heal and for the communities we serve to trust 
government to protect them after the tragedies over the last many months.  
 
The concerns of families are reflected in the survey responses we received so far.  
While it’s still early and the numbers will change, we see the greatest reluctance to 
sending their children back to schools in the communities hardest hit by the virus.  
These also happen to be the same communities where families are struggling to get by 
and most likely to have had someone in the family who lost work due to the virus.  
 
We know the best learning for most students happens in a school classroom and the 
opportunity gaps for students from low-income families will only widen if they are not 
back in a school classroom. This is an urgent challenge for all of us, not just schools, to 
see what we can do about this and do about it now. 
 
The first thing we can do is what schools are already doing – create the safest possible 
school environment. No school district in the nation has taken all of the steps Los 
Angeles Unified has to protect the health and safety of all in the school community. Air-
filtration systems have been upgraded in every school, custodial staff has been doubled 
to clean and sanitize every classroom, all students and staff will be provided with weekly 
COVID tests at schools and all staff are being offered access to the vaccine.  
 
The second step must be clear and consistent standards about what constitutes a safe 
school environment. Health authorities still need to align local, state and federal 
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guidelines. This consistency and alignment will help build the trust of all stakeholders in 
the school community.  
 
The final piece to address the concerns of families is to provide access to vaccinations 
in the communities which have been hardest hit by the virus but lag far behind in 
vaccinations, in particular families with children in schools. This is of great concern 
amongst the households in which our students live. Many families have told us they fear 
sending their child to school because they might contract the virus and bring it home to 
a family member.  
 
An effort like this would be consistent with Governor Newsom’s objective of providing 
40% of vaccine doses to the most disadvantaged neighborhoods. Los Angeles Unified’s 
school-based vaccination efforts could be expanded to include not just school 
employees, but also to families with children in our schools. Los Angeles Unified has 
demonstrated the ability to administer the vaccine safely and effectively, schools have 
regular contact with the families they serve and are a trusted part of the community. 
 
Government needs to tie COVID relief including vaccinations together with schools if we 
are to help all students return to school classrooms. And if we fail to connect these 
pieces, some children may face a lifetime of consequence from their continued absence 
from school classrooms.  
 
Los Angeles Unified continues to lead the nation in providing a safety net to the 
communities we serve. We have provided about 114 million meals along with 26 million 
items of much-needed supplies including masks and hand sanitizer, diapers and baby 
wipes, clothing and shoes, toys and sports equipment, books and school supplies, as 
well as computers and internet access for half a million students. We’ve also provided 
more than 530,000 free COVID tests to students, staff and their families at 
neighborhood schools. This school-based testing program is the most comprehensive in 
the nation and is an important part of creating the safest possible school environment. 
  
This past week, Omar Qudrat, an alum of Cleveland High School and founder of the 
Muslim Coalition of America – donated 2 million reusable masks for students and staff, 
and ReWerk facilitated the donation of more than 100 gently used computers and 
monitors from the Walt Disney Company.  
 
If your family is quarantined at home due to the virus or experiencing food or housing 
insecurity, please reach out to your neighborhood school. We are here to help. 
  
I want to take this opportunity to recognize all of the women and men in Los Angeles 
Unified and the many community partners and volunteers who have worked tirelessly 
over the past year to meet the needs of students and their families.  
  
When we made the decision to close school campuses, we knew that hundreds of 
thousands of children counted on us to provide meals each day at school. In less than a 
week, we set up a food relief effort which has since provided children and adults with 
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114 million meals. Behind each of these meals is a team of cafeteria workers, 
custodians, warehouse workers, truck drivers, school staff and countless others without 
whom none of this would have been possible. They have not taken a break for a year, 
and they have not been able to work from the safety of their homes. They have placed 
the needs of the students and families we serve before their own. 
  
Los Angeles Unified staff also worked to maintain the connection with students and 
continue providing them with an education. We knew if there was any gap in the 
relationship between teachers and school staff and their students, we’d be putting them 
at risk, in particular children in high needs communities. 80% of the families we serve 
live in poverty, and three-quarters of them have had someone in their household lose 
work due to the virus.  
 
We decided to maintain the continuity of instruction and not miss one day of school. 
Unlike most big school districts across the country, Los Angeles Unified didn’t stop 
school for a week or two to retrain staff, we stayed in daily contact with students and 
kept them connected and learning. School staff trained after school and on weekends 
and collaborated with each other to share good practices. The vernacular we talk about 
a lot now – flying the plane while changing the seats and wiring in the midst of a 
thunderstorm and running low on fuel. That's what we did. 
 
When students began learning from home for the first day on Monday March 16th, not all 
of them had access to a computer but our team was already hard at work purchasing 
every Chromebook and iPad on the market to make sure we could provide each student 
with one if they needed it.   
 
We also developed a low-tech solution to help students continue to learn. Through a 
partnership with PBS SoCal, and a week without much sleep for anyone involved, Los 
Angeles Unified provided 8 hours a day of instructional programming on three local PBS 
TV stations. All of this was aligned to grade-level standards, along with assignments 
and activities for students in grades pre-k through 12. This began airing the first day 
schools were closed and more than 200,000 people in the area watched these shows 
each week. The programming became a model for the nation used by school districts 
and PBS affiliates in more than 30 other states.  
 
Within weeks, Los Angeles Unified had completed the effort to make sure all of our 
more than 500,000 students had a computer and internet access. We entered into a 
groundbreaking agreement with Verizon to provide free internet access to every student 
who needed it. Our agreement was subsequently adopted by the state of California and 
in 40 other states across the nation. In California alone, more than a quarter-million 
students from other school districts are receiving free internet access thanks to our 
path-setting work.  
 
Instruction, technology and procurement teams, along with truck drivers, plant 
managers, school administrators, office staff and parent volunteers got the computers 
and internet hotspots ready and helped students pick them up at their local schools.  
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With all of the technology came lots of questions from students and their families. Los 
Angeles Unified worked with Amazon to create a cloud-based call center so that 
families could call a helpdesk where staff would be available to answer their questions. 
The hotline soon expanded to include counseling, mental health support and, more 
recently, access to COVID tests for students, staff and their families and vaccinations 
for school staff. 
  
While students started using their new computers and hotspots, teachers, aides and 
administrators were receiving professional development in the latest technology, the 
most effective online instructional practices and the best tools for teaching and student 
engagement. Thanks to dedicated school leaders, all instructional staff completed 
several cycles of this extra training, becoming masters in online instruction. Schools like 
Fleming Middle School took this to the next level, where assessment scores in math 
have been higher during online instruction than they were the prior year when 
instruction was in person. 
  
Even with continuing improvement in online instruction, we know the best way for most 
children to learn is in-person at a school. Early on, we recognized the importance 
COVID testing would play to help keep all in the community safe when we were able to 
bring students back on a campus. Last summer, we brought together Stanford, Johns 
Hopkins and UCLA, Anthem, Health Net and 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 health 
authorities.  
 
School nurses have provided more than 530,000 free COVID tests to students, staff and 
their families at neighborhood schools. More than 1,000 employees have been working 
at these testing sites six days a week since August to make sure that all in our school 
community have access to free COVID testing at a school in their neighborhood. 
  
In addition to COVID testing, we’re now providing vaccinations to all who work in Los 
Angeles Unified, both at school sites and at SoFi Stadium in Hollywood Park. Alongside 
partners Anthem and Cedars-Sinai, school nurses have stepped up to meet the 
moment. But it’s not just nurses at schools and the stadium. Office staff, aides and other 
colleagues from schools are working at the testing centers to make sure the registration 
and check-in process runs smoothly as well. 
 
While other cities in California, like Long Beach, got a head start when local health 
authorities there started with vaccinations for school staff back in January, we’re 
working as hard as we can to make up for lost time since vaccinations were first made 
available for Los Angeles Unified staff on March 1st.  
   
The Daily Pass we created with Microsoft helps coordinate the testing and vaccination 
programs. Students, staff, families and visitors to a campus can complete an on-line 
health check and register for a COVID test or vaccination while the Daily Pass system 
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keeps track of all the information. This wouldn’t have been possible without an 
extremely talented and dedicated group of employees from Los Angeles Unified and 
Microsoft who worked side by side for months to build this system. Los Angeles Unified 
is the first school district and the largest employer in the nation to use a comprehensive 
technology solution like this. 
  
At all schools, both students and their teachers have learned a great deal. Using their 
newfound Zoom skills, they came together last summer for some of the most innovative 
and engaging online education programs in the nation. More than 2,000 students from 
ages 5-18 took a “Science of Sports” class with the Los Angeles Chargers. 500 future 
animators took Animation with Illumination, a class which started with learning to draw a 
Minion and ended with an online student animation festival attended by Chris 
Meledandri, founder of Illumination and creator of “Minions,” “Sing” and “The Secret Life 
of Pets.” Nearly 800 high school students took a Voyage on the Titanic with James 
Cameron, who visited the class and engaged students in a fascinating Q & A about 
undersea exploration and filmmaking. And more than 5,000 students have now been 
provided with free guitars, electric basses and ukuleles by Fender, who teamed up with 
music teachers to create the world’s largest online guitar class. Alicia Keys, Russell 
Westbrook, Kendall Jenner and Noah Centineo recommended their favorite books to 
high school students on Snapchat and a charitable effort was started to provide free 
copies of the books to all students who wished to join. Suddenly, classes and 
experiences weren’t dependent on where you lived, how much money your family had 
or how far you could travel. Every student could participate. 
  
While teachers and students were teaching and learning online, facilities, maintenance 
and custodial staff were busy creating the safest and cleanest schools in the nation to 
get ready for a return to in-person instruction.  
 
Air filtration systems in more than 80 million square feet of buildings were upgraded to 
include MERV 13 filters, the equivalent of an N-95 mask, and 24-hour-a-day air 
filtration. Classrooms and offices were rearranged to allow for at least 6 feet of space 
between individuals and hallways and stairways were designated as one-way travel 
areas to avoid overcrowding. Schools were stocked with PPE, hand sanitizer and 
cleaning supplies, and extra custodial staff worked to make sure schools and 
classrooms are properly cleaned and sanitized every day. 
  
Step Up Tutoring, a non-profit group, was started to provide free, online tutoring to 
students in Los Angeles Unified who need extra help. Step Up provided 500 tutors last 
semester and is on track to help with 1,500 for the summer and 2,000 for the new 
school year which begins in August.  
 
And for our youngest learners, the path to recovery started last August with the Primary 
Promise to ensure elementary school students build a foundation in literacy, math and 
critical-thinking skills. Results from the first semester were astounding. Already, more 
than 25% of students who participated in 30 minutes a day of additional small-group 
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reading instruction advanced from being non-readers to reading above grade level after 
only 10 weeks. And all students in the program are making great progress. 
  
This summer will bring the opportunity for all students to work on the fundamentals in 
English and Math. And, like last summer, it will also bring enrichment classes in art, 
dance, film, computer science and, of course, the chance to join the Fender guitar class, 
study the Science of Sports with the Chargers, try your hand at Animation with 
Illumination, or take a Voyage on the Titanic with James Cameron. 
  
But before we get to summer, I want to share a special word with the Class of 2021. 
Assuming health conditions continue to improve, schools will be able to hold some form 
of in-person graduation ceremony this year. We’ll share more details on that shortly. 
 
The Class of 2020 wasn’t so fortunate. They were the first class to experience an online 
prom and a remote graduation. While it may not have been the senior year they hoped 
for, they had a lot of fans cheering them on, from the Rams and Chargers, to the cast of 
“All American,” from Kenya Barris to Ellen DeGeneres, a special message from Dave 
Roberts and the Dodgers and from our Vice President Kamala Harris. 
 
Through it all, partners in the business community, philanthropic organizations, 
universities and health service companies, and many other institutions helped create 
new learning opportunities, address food insecurity and build a COVID testing and 
vaccination program. These partners worked alongside us every step of the way. This 
collective effort has raised more than $39 million and helped provide meals and millions 
of items of much-needed supplies from diapers and baby supplies to books and noise-
canceling headphones to sports equipment for children. Together, we have made every 
effort to meet the needs of the families we serve and bring a bit of happiness and 
normalcy to their lives.  
 
To join in our relief efforts, please text NEED to 76278 or visit 
lastudentsmostinneed.org. 
  
I want to give you a chance to hear from a few of the employees who have worked 
harder than ever to make all of this happen. These women and men represent all in the 
entire Los Angeles Unified family and I’m proud of the way we came together to provide 
for the communities we serve. 
 
Our journey on the Magic School Bus this week takes us first to Multnomah Elementary 
School in El Sereno where students shared their gratitude for all in the school 
community who supported their learning.  We’ll take a short bus ride to Granada Hills, 
where Granada Elementary School students in Room 18 created a documentary-style 
movie in which they imagined themselves in their 90s looking back at the pandemic. 
Please enjoy a short clip of the movie and check our website for the full-length version. 
 
And thank you for your continued patience and support. 
 


