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AUSTIN BEUTNER UPDATE TO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
AS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY – MARCH 8, 2021 

Good morning. I’m Austin Beutner, Superintendent of Los Angeles Unified. 
 
Today I’ll share an update on our continuing efforts to provide a safety net to the 
communities we serve, take you through the latest information on plans to reopen 
schools in April and share details on the Path to Recovery in schools.  
  
Since school campuses closed in March of last year, Los Angeles Unified has led the 
nation in providing a safety net to the communities we serve. We have delivered more 
than 111 million meals along with 24 million items of much-needed supplies including 
masks and hand sanitizer, baby diapers and wipes, clothing and shoes, toys and sports 
equipment, books and materials, and computers and internet access for almost half a 
million students. We’ve also provided more than 500,000 free COVID tests to students, 
staff and their families at neighborhood schools.  
  
This week Intuit contributed another $25,000 – in addition to their previous donation of 
$100,000. In addition, they’ll be providing pro bono assistance to Los Angeles Unified 
as part of our efforts to address the digital divide and make sure all students continue to 
have the computer and internet access they need to stay connected with their school 
community. Anthem Blue Cross and Cedars-Sinai are helping with our vaccination 
program for school staff, and Hollywood Park helped facilitate donations of lunches for 
our team who are working at the SoFi Stadium vaccination center. 
  
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. 
  
To join in our relief efforts, please text NEED to 76278 or visit 
lastudentsmostinneed.org.  
  
We’re making progress in our plans to reopen schools. The target remains mid-April for 
preschool and elementary school students, as well as students with learning difficulties 
and disabilities, and the end of April for secondary schools. 
  
Our goal is to do this as soon as possible and in the safest way possible. Not in any way 
possible, the safest way possible. 
  
Let’s take a careful look at all three of the pieces of the puzzle which need to be in place 
to get schools reopened:  
  

• The highest standard of health and safety practices at schools 
• Continued reduction in the spread of the COVID-19 virus throughout the 

communities we serve, and 
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• Access to vaccinations for school staff 
  
As we’ve shared with you before, the steps already taken to implement health and 
safety practices at our schools exceed the most recent guidelines set forth by the U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, as well as the California Department of 
Public Health. 
  
You might ask, what does that look like at my child’s school? Every school has a report 
card, like this summary for Panorama High School, where the standards are made clear 
and inspectors make certain they are met. The areas which are inspected include:  
  

• Face masks 
• Physical distancing 
• Small student cohorts 
• Classroom layouts 
• Handwashing and hygiene 
• Air quality 
• Cleaning and disinfecting 
• Health screening 
• PPE and cleaning supplies 
• Staff training 
• COVID testing and contact tracing 
• Vaccinations for School Staff 

  
I took a tour of Panorama High School last week with Principal Joe Nardulli, his plant 
manager, Sergio Ruiz, and their colleagues to see how they have readied the school for 
reopening. It’s pretty impressive and I would wager it’s the cleanest school in the nation. 
The custodial staff there have done an amazing job. Please take a look at a bit of what 
is in place. This same level of preparation has been happening in every school in Los 
Angeles Unified.  
 
Over the last many weeks as we have started to move carefully toward school 
reopenings, I’ve received a number of questions from school staff, wanting more 
information about what their schools will look like when we return. Their questions range 
from “Do I have enough PPE, or will I have to buy my own?” to “What happens if the air 
conditioning system that’s filtering the air breaks down?” to “Who will clean my 
classroom and how often?” to “What happens if kids come to school sick?” 
  
To help complete the picture, I brought together a group of operations leaders from 
across Los Angeles Unified – whose teams have been working for months to create the 
safest possible school environment – to answer these and other questions. Please give 
a listen. 
  
This operations team will be participating in community town halls and school meetings 
over the next few weeks to help answer any questions school staff and families might 
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have. In addition, we’ve set up a COVID safety hotline anyone can call with questions or 
to report a concern or suggestion about school safety. 
 
None of this is easy, and none of it will come without cost. We’re doubling the school 
cleaning staff which will cost upwards of $60 million for the school year. More than $25 
million has already been spent on PPE and nearly $10 million to upgrade air-filtration 
systems at schools. The work’s been done and is already being implemented so the 
entire school community can be confident we’ll have the safest possible school 
environment when students return. 
  
The second piece of the puzzle is keeping a careful eye on the level of COVID in the 
area as it continues to drop to safer levels. 
 
The current actual case rate in the Los Angeles area is about 9.7 per 100,000 people 
each day and the adjusted case rate is 7.2. 
  
The overall positivity rate for Los Angeles County and in tests provided by Los Angeles 
Unified to students, staff and their families at schools continues to decline. To give that 
a little bit of context, the current positive rates in testing at schools and COVID case 
levels in the area were last seen in October.   
 
Even given this progress, there is still a need for coherent, clear and consistent federal, 
state and local standards on COVID safety as they are all not aligned.  
  
The threat posed by COVID is the same in every classroom not just in California but 
across the country. All of the stakeholders in each school community deserve the 
highest standard of safety. Consistency and alignment will help build the trust of all 
stakeholders in the school community.  
 
The final piece of the puzzle is vaccinations for school staff. 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 just a week ago. 
  
We started last week with three school-based vaccination sites as well as the super site 
at Hollywood Park and today opened three more school sites. We’ve kicked off the 
effort for about 54,000 of our 86,000 employees just a week ago and already more than 
35,000 of them have received their first dose of the vaccine, are making appointments 
to do so or have decided they don’t wish to receive the vaccination at this time. The 
further good news is, so far, only about 10% of employees have told us they don’t want 
to be vaccinated at this time. 
 
We continue to reach out to staff who are eligible to receive the vaccine and we’ve set 
up a help desk to provide assistance to employees who haven’t yet scheduled an 
appointment. This effort to help provide so many people with access to vaccine in such 
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a short period of time is an extraordinary undertaking. We’re fortunate to have great 
school leaders like Principal Honegan from Weigand Elementary School and Principal 
Vasquez from Knox Elementary School who understand that vaccinating school staff is 
a critical piece of reopening schools in the safest way possible. More than 90% of staff 
at each of their schools have a vaccination plan. 
 
We have been clear for months it will take all three parts to reopen schools in the safest 
way possible. I’m pleased to see that this approach has been reinforced at the state 
level by Governor Newsom and the Federal level by President Biden. Both have made 
clear all who work in schools need to be provided with access to the vaccine as soon as 
possible. 
 
An important part of the work to reopen schools is to complete our agreements with all 
of our labor partners covering the return. They represent all of the people who have 
worked tirelessly throughout this crisis and will continue to do so once students are back 
at schools.  
 
We have agreements in place with the unions that represent custodians, cafeteria 
workers, bus drivers, teacher’s assistants, special education aides, clerical staff, library 
aides, school police, plant managers, principals and administrators and maintenance 
staff.  
 
We still don’t have an agreement with United Teachers Los Angeles despite months of 
bargaining. Since schools closed almost a year ago, we have worked side by side with 
all of our labor partners to help students continue to learn, provided support for the 
working families we serve and made sure we protect the health and safety of all in the 
school community. 
 
At each step, we have acted together and with respect for and support of all who work 
in schools. No posturing, no name-calling and no need for threats – we have all been 
working toward the same goal – to return students to schools in the safest way possible. 
 

• In March of last year we decided to close schools before there was any 
occurrence of the virus in schools. 

• Since then, we have provided Hero Pay for staff at schools and made sure 
everyone has appropriate medical coverage. 

• We made sure 500,000 students have the computer and internet access they 
need to stay connected with their school community and continue to learn. 

• We have provided the best possible online instruction while recognizing, for 
many students, it pales in comparison to what they can receive in a school 
classroom. 

• We provided more than 111 million meals to hungry children and adults. 
• We have invested the time and money to create the safest possible school 

environment with upgraded air-filtration systems, adequate stocks of PPE and 
extra custodial services. 
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• We’ve created the nation’s most comprehensive program of free COVID testing 
at schools for students, staff and their families. 

 
Now that we have put in place all of the necessary health and safety measures for 
students and staff to return to schools in the safest possible way we must provide the 
families we serve with a clear timeline to reopen schools.  
 
The instructional schedules which are embodied in our agreements with UTLA are 
substantially complete and they’re an important part of what families need to decide 
whether their children will return to schools or continue with online studies. 
 
We need a completed agreement with United Teachers Los Angeles so we can begin 
sharing detailed Return to School Guides with students and their families later this 
week. The bus driver, school principal, cafeteria worker, librarian, custodian and, yes, 
the classroom teacher, they’re all connected at a school. 
 
While we expect an agreement with UTLA this week, we’ll continue to move forward on 
plans to reopen schools as there is a great deal to do to get ready. 
 
These Return to School Guides have a great deal of information on the health and 
safety preparations at schools, COVID testing for students and staff, COVID safety 
protocols and detailed instructional schedules. Every school will have meetings to 
review these plans, there will be town halls in each of the communities we serve and a 
set of information will be sent to every family. 
 
Once families have a full understanding of the choices, they will be asked to let us know 
whether their child will return to the classroom or complete the semester online.  
Schools will need that information to finalize staffing plans to make sure every student 
gets the best possible education.  
 
The middle of April is a bit more than one month away and with almost 650,000 
students and 86,000 employees in 1,400 schools spread across 700 square miles, 
we’ve a lot to do to finalize the details and make sure they’re right.  
 
The path to recovery will be supported by about $1.8 billion of additional investments at 
schools with one-time funds provided by the state in legislation signed last week and 
federal government in December. This unprecedented effort is needed – it’s the 
Marshall Plan for schools that we’ve been calling for and it’s becoming a reality. 
 
To keep schools clean and safe, we’ll invest an additional $120 million in custodial staff, 
cleaning supplies and upgraded facilities. 
 
Instruction at all levels will be supported with an investment of more than $1 billion for 
additional reading teachers, extra staff for tutoring and small-group instruction, state-of-
the-art technology and tools and an extended school year. 
 



6 
 

$170 million will provide additional counselors and psychiatric social workers at schools 
to help students process the anxiety and trauma of the past year.  
 
More teachers and staff from a $140 million investment will be available to help support 
students with learning differences and disabilities – they’ll allow staff to quickly update 
Individualized Education Programs and provide more direct services to students. 
 
And we’ll continue to provide a safety net for the community with meals for children, free 
COVID testing for students, staff and their families and vaccinations for the community. 
 
We’ll be sharing more information on our Path to Recovery Plan publicly with the Board 
of Education as well as with each school community during this month as we finalize all 
of the work necessary to turn this recovery plan into action for the upcoming school 
year. 
 
This plan is a good start but we know more will be needed and the most recent action 
over the weekend by the Biden administration and Congress will provide an additional 
$2 billion plus in funding to help us continue the work at schools which lies ahead in the 
months and years to come. The efforts to provide elementary students with a foundation 
in literacy, math and critical thinking skills, the need to make sure schools are clean and 
safe and the support for students with learning differences and disabilities must 
continue on past just one school year. 
 
Our path to recovery continued last week with the resumption of athletic conditioning 
and competitions for high school students. After careful consideration, we decided to 
allow students to participate in the California Interscholastic Federation practices and 
competitions. Los Angeles Unified schools will follow new state and local guidance 
allowing students ages 13 and older to participate in outdoor sports competitions.  
  
All sport activities will be held outdoors and participation is voluntary. Athletes, coaches 
and trainers must adhere to strict health and safety protocols, which include appropriate 
protective equipment, masks, social distancing, informed consent by a student’s parent 
or guardian and weekly COVID testing for all who are involved in sports. 
  
Allowing students to resume athletic competition is not a decision we made lightly. The 
spread of the virus in the area is still categorized by health authorities as widespread 
and state rules don’t yet allow high school students to return to classrooms. At the same 
time, the opportunity for young adults to be with friends and teammates while 
participating in a sport might help ease the anxiety and isolation many are feeling. And 
for some, the understanding they need to remain in good academic standing may help 
motivate them to stay on track in their schoolwork. 
  
I recently heard from a high-schooler who wasn’t passing any of his classes when he 
started school back in the spring of 2019. But he really wanted to play football and 
worked hard to make himself eligible to play by that fall. He’s now in his senior year and 
things have been difficult during this pandemic. He’s in a challenging living situation and 
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misses seeing his teammates. He has been reaching out to his coach every week since 
last March, asking if there’s any chance of a season, and he’s been keeping his grades 
up, just in case. Participating in sports is a big part of his well-being, and we are excited 
to welcome him and his teammates back to the field. 
  
This young man’s experience isn’t an isolated case and many young women and men 
involved in cross-country, football, water polo, baseball, lacrosse, soccer, softball, 
swimming, diving, tennis, track & field, and cheer teams will benefit as these sports 
resume. 
 
I had a chance to visit with a group of scholar athletes from Venice High School and 
thought you might enjoy hearing a few of their thoughts on their return to the field.  
 
Our journey on the Magic School Bus this week took me back to Hale Middle School, to 
check in with Ms. Wexler and her 8th grade English students, where I participated in 
‘Bring your Favorite Mask Day’ and talked with students about their hopes for the return 
to school.  
 
School will be different when students return as the virus is still very much with us and 
safe practices at schools will include wearing a mask.  
  
Briana – a senior at Sylmar High School – shared a brief video with classmates how 
they can help prevent the spread of COVID and keep each other safe. 
  
Please enjoy the student voices and school visits. 
 
And thank you for your continued patience and support. 
 


