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AUSTIN BEUTNER UPDATE TO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
AS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY – MAY 10, 2021 

Good morning. I’m Austin Beutner, Superintendent of Los Angeles Unified. 
 
Today I’ll provide an update on what it’s like with students back in schools, we’ll take a 
closer look at the results from COVID testing at schools and share some of what lies 
ahead on the path to recovery. 
   
Ask our youngest learners what the biggest news last week was and they'll answer in 
unison: "The playgrounds are now open at school." Students are allowed to use 
playground equipment at schools for the first time since the pandemic hit last March. 
  
We waited until we had welcomed young students back and made sure they were 
familiar with all of the safety protocols – wearing of masks, social distancing, hand 
washing and staying in small cohorts – and we're comfortable now that they can take 
these practices to the playground. 
  
If you happened by a school at recess last week, there were smiles all around.    
 
Unfortunately, the number of smiling faces we see on playgrounds differs greatly in 
schools across the Los Angeles area. As students return to schools, patterns are 
emerging among families who have chosen for their child to return in-person, and those 
remaining online. Elementary schools have higher in-person enrollment in more affluent 
communities. In West Los Angeles, for example, where the median household incomes 
exceed $115,000, close to 70% of elementary school students have returned to campus 
for in-person learning. In Bell, incomes are about $44,000 and less than 20% are at 
schools. 
 
In high schools, we see the opposite – more students from lower-income communities 
returning to school in-person than their peers in higher income communities. In 
Huntington Park, where the median income is about $44,000, 12% of high school 
students have returned to in-person learning, while in Woodland Hills, with incomes of 
nearly $100,000, only 5% have returned. 
 
As you know, for COVID safety reasons, most instruction for high school students 
remains online, even for those who attend school-in person. I reached out to the high 
school principals and staff to learn more about students in their schools, to learn about 
what having a safe, quiet place to learn with reliable internet access means to students. 
Here’s what they had to say.  
 
There are two ways to look at the number of students in secondary schools. The most 
obvious is the majority of them aren’t there and we must do all we can to bring them 
back including providing access to vaccinations to help facilitate their safe return.  
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The other is to recognize that for students who desperately need the safety and support 
schools offer, schools are doing their best to provide it for them.  
 
All schools in Los Angeles Unified are now open with the highest standard of safety of 
any school district in the nation. We want to keep schools open and keep them safe. As 
part of our continuing commitment to safety, Los Angeles Unified is providing regular 
COVID testing at school sites for all staff and students participating in in-person 
learning, while maintaining 12 stationary testing sites for employees and students who 
aren’t participating in in-person learning but may need testing to participate in athletics 
or for other reasons. 
 
Last week, Los Angeles Unified provided more than 125,000 COVID tests at schools. 
On an average day, Los Angeles Unified administers about 1/4 of all the COVID tests in 
the Los Angeles area, making it the single largest provider in the region. As Los 
Angeles Unified has done throughout this crisis, we’re doing our part to help the school 
communities we serve with COVID tests, along with 128 million meals and computers 
and internet access for half a million students.    
 
If 90% of the people on a school campus are children who haven’t yet 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. 
  
This past week 15 students and 2 staff members who are at schools tested positive for 
COVID-19 in the school-based COVID testing program. 
  
Los Angeles Unified’s contact tracing team reached nearly everyone with a positive 
COVID test within a day of the test being taken. School principals were informed and 
able to prevent the individuals with the virus from coming back on school campuses 
until they are no longer contagious. 
  
Last week, for example, a 4th grade student at Lanai Road Elementary who had a 
negative baseline test prior to returning to school tested positive during a subsequent 
test at school. Two other students were identified as close contacts and are isolating at 
home. All three students will be tested prior to returning to school. The other students in 
the cohort and their teacher were notified of the positive case and advised they weren’t 
considered close contacts. All of them remain at school. 
 
At a different elementary school, one staff member showed symptoms of the virus and 
tested positive. Soon thereafter, a colleague she had been in close contact with also 
tested positive. Unfortunately, neither of these two individuals had been vaccinated. 
Both are now at home with the care they need.  
 
This is an important lesson about the need for all of us to get vaccinated. And a 
reminder that, even with lower rates of the virus, we need to continue to practice all of 
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the individual safety measures – mask wearing, hand washing and social distancing to 
keep the virus from spreading. 
 
So far, this has been the only case of COVID with a link to any other people at school. 
More broadly this shows that all of the mitigation measures we have put in place – not 
just the testing but the upgraded air-filtration systems, wearing masks, providing 
Personal Protective Equipment, social distancing, extra custodial support and 
vaccinations for school staff – together they’re working. We’re not the NBA and we can’t 
create a bubble. But we’re doing everything we can to reduce the risk of spread of the 
virus in schools. 
  
As Los Angeles Unified has transitioned from stationary testing sites to mobile testing at 
schools, and from online learning to in-person classes, we are adding more people to 
help provide the COVID tests at schools. 73% of schools were visited by mobile testing 
teams last week and we expect close to 100% this coming week. 
 
Starting this week, we will make it easier for school staff as well as the students and 
families we serve by publishing weekly COVID testing schedules and locations for the 
week ahead, both on Los Angeles Unified and individual school websites.  
 
Every child continues to be able to receive meals at any school, every weekday, 
whether they are participating in school in-person or online. Last week, we provided 
almost ½ million meals to students who aren’t at schools. A stark reminder that food 
insecurity is very real among the families we serve.  
 
We’ve now expanded the safety net 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. 
  
Fifteen school-based vaccination clinics are now open in neighborhoods which have 
been most impacted by the virus. Additional clinics will be opening as soon as health 
authorities provide doses of the vaccine effort at schools. 
  
School-based sites provide access to those who may lack transportation to get to other 
sites or don’t have the time or technology to make an appointment on a computer. A 
considerable portion of people who are getting help at schools just walk in and get 
vaccinated. At the Fremont High School vaccination center, for example, more than 
90% of the people receiving vaccines live in the neighborhood around the school, 
evidence that easy, local access will help get more people vaccinated.  
 
The population served by Fremont is 17% Black, 80% Latino and more than 97% of the 
people in this community live below the poverty line. Again, clear proof that school-
based vaccination efforts can help provide access to communities which have 
historically lacked health care services and where fewer people have been vaccinated. 
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The same is true for the other school-based vaccination clinics. Here’s what some 
community members have to say about our efforts. 
 
This school-based approach has already begun helping high-schoolers, aged 16-18, 
and will soon be expanded to students 12 and older, when they become eligible to be 
vaccinated.  The availability of vaccines for children ages 12-18 is an important part of 
the path to recovery in schools. Ninety percent of the people on a school campus at any 
point in time are children. Herd immunity won’t be reached in schools or in the broader 
community until children are vaccinated. 
 
While we will make vaccines for children available at the existing school-based 
vaccination sites when we start receiving doses from health authorities, that’s just a 
start. Our aim is to bring access to the vaccine to every middle and high school in Los 
Angeles Unified as soon as we can. Our schools serve almost 650,000 students and 
there is no better place to provide vaccinations to school children than at a local 
neighborhood school. 
 
We want to get this effort to vaccinate students going as soon as possible during this 
school year while teachers, staff and students are still in schools. Educators can help 
encourage students to get vaccinated and we can empower student voices to speak 
about this opportunity with their peers. This program will work best while schools are still 
open. We have a short window to act and the time is now. 
 
We can operate a vaccination effort for children at schools much like we’re already 
doing with COVID testing. Mobile vaccination teams will visit each school on a 
predetermined schedule to administer doses of the vaccine to students. And we can use 
Daily Pass to share information and schedule appointments as we are now doing for 
adults. 
  
Stay tuned for more on this front.  
 
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.  
 
Looking ahead, further progress in vaccinations and continued reduction in the spread 
of the virus should allow for all-day, in-person instruction at all schools when the new 
school year starts. 
  
As it stands now, more than 70% of students in Los Angeles Unified will return to a 
school classroom for the first time in about a year and a half, when the new school year 
starts. Many of them are our highest-needs students. 
  
No one is more appreciative than I about how hard everyone in Los Angeles Unified has 
worked and what’s been done – providing 128 million meals to hungry children and 
adults, making sure a half-million students had the computers and internet access they 
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needed to stay connected with their school community and putting in place the highest 
standard of COVID safety practices of any school district in the nation which include 
upgraded air-filtration systems, extra custodial staff to clean and sanitize schools, 
adequate supplies of PPE and a comprehensive system of COVID testing and 
vaccinations at schools. 
  
All while providing the best possible online education. 
  
Along the way, we’ve advocated for what we’ve called a Marshall Plan for schools – to 
make sure schools have adequate funding to help the students and families they serve. 
Thanks to actions at both the state and federal levels, this has become a reality. 
Schools in Los Angeles Unified will have record amounts of funding for each of the next 
two school years. 
  
All of this helps put students on the path to recovery. 
  
The additional funds will allow schools to add reading and math teachers in elementary 
schools to help students build a foundation in literacy, math and critical-thinking skills. 
Secondary schools can add more teachers to reduce class sizes. Children in schools 
will benefit from additional mental health services while students with learning 
differences and disabilities will receive more direct supports. For the first time in 
decades, there is sufficient funding to do all of this. Staff have been preparing to 
implement these plans for months and they’ll be bringing to the Board in May specific 
actions in all of these areas to add teachers and staff to schools to provide more direct 
services to students. 
 
The objective – to make sure each student has as much instructional and mental health 
support as possible while they are at school. For example, we’ll expand Primary 
Promise to more elementary schools to help students build that critical foundation in 
literacy, math, and critical thinking skills. You’ve heard me speak of this before but it’s 
worth talking about every week. 
 
Learning is cumulative and it all starts with early literacy. One learns to read so they can 
read to learn for the rest of their lives. We have data on student outcomes which shows 
that the Primary Promise effort is working. The next step – provide these direct services 
in both literacy and math to more young students.  
 
Schools in Los Angeles Unified have about 130,000 students in grades kindergarten 
through third. Of them, only 48% are proficient readers – 32% are at the level they need 
to be with their math skills. That means almost 70,000 children need help now in 
reading and more than 80,000 children need help in math. 
 
Imagine if we took all of the dollars the federal government will be providing the Los 
Angeles Unified schools over the next 2 years – about $3.8 billion in total – and 
committed them to just one goal – making sure every child has a foundation in literacy 
and math by the time they finish elementary school. We can’t reopen schools and just 
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go back to the way things were. Out of crisis comes the opportunity to do what was 
once unimaginable. This is a once in a lifetime moment to make things meaningfully 
better for the children we serve.  
 
In addition to resources for reading, math, class-size reduction and mental health 
services, there is also funding available to provide more time for students to be in a 
school classroom. We know the best learning for most students happens in a school 
classroom. 
  
While we have worked tirelessly to reopen schools, many students aren’t yet back in 
school classrooms. And, sadly, as we noted earlier, we see the greatest reluctance for 
children to be back in schools from families who live in some of the highest-needs 
communities we serve.  
 
Low-income communities have been hardest hit by COVID – they have suffered the 
most job losses, the highest levels of illness and death due to the virus and they 
continue to deal with housing and food insecurity. The path to recovery for children from 
these hard-hit communities should include more time in schools to help them make up 
for lost learning opportunities and deal with the trauma and anxiety the crisis has 
brought into their lives. 
  
Governor Newsom spoke to this issue in March when he signed legislation which 
provides a record amount of resources for school reopening. 
  
“Use this money to extend learning opportunities,” the Governor said. “Extend the 
school day. Extend the school year.” 
  
He went on to say, “We can do this, I understand the hesitancy. I understand the stress 
and anxiety, but that doesn’t compare to the stress and anxiety we will have and the 
dream of regretting that we could have, would have, should have prioritized our 
children.” 
  
Now this isn’t a simple conversation to have or an easy problem to solve. All who work 
in schools have answered the call to serve, in ways one could never have imagined just 
a year ago. Right now, they’re exhausted. 
  
August and the start of a new school year should be different. More people will have 
been vaccinated, levels of the virus should continue to decrease and most people who 
work in schools will have had a much-needed break. 
  
One of the responsibilities of leadership is to look down the road and set goals for what 
needs to get done by the time we get there. My aim when the new school year starts is 
to make sure all students, including those from communities hardest hit by COVID, are 
well on the path to recovery. And that each student has the social, emotional and 
instructional support they’ll need. That happens best in a school. 
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For all who speak of the need for a greater emphasis on equity in public education, this 
issue presents a real test. Can we provide the extra time in a school classroom that 
children from families in communities hardest hit by COVID will need to recover? 
  
Yes, schools will have additional resources like Primary Promise and yes, schools can 
have the option to add more time. But more time is only possible if schools are properly 
staffed to be open. 
  
Los Angeles Unified has always risen to the occasion. When the Northridge Earthquake 
closed schools for a week, schools added a week to the school year. Chicago has a 
school year which is 8 days longer and I wish Los Angeles Unified could as well. 
 
The school district recently adopted a school calendar consistent with prior years 
without any additional days for students at schools. I hope this issue can be revisited 
once students and staff are back in schools in August. At that time, stakeholders will 
have a more clear picture of student needs and the opportunity will still exist to amend 
the calendar at the district level or for an individual school to add more time in a 
classroom to help students recover. 
 
As we plan for what’s to come, it’s worth noting students are in classrooms, both in-
person and online every day and we’re doing all we can to help them learn and grow. 
The school district is also leading the charge to a cleaner and more sustainable future 
and at each school dedicated teachers and staff are working with students in all kinds of 
exciting ways. 
 
Last week we traded in the Magic Bus for an electric one and took a special ride with 
Los Angeles Unified graduates U.S. Senator Alex Padilla and U.S. Representative Tony 
Cárdenas to discuss the importance of transitioning America’s largest school bus fleet 
to electric school buses. 
 
Crenshaw High and Junior Achievement launched a new approach to career education. 
This coming school year at Crenshaw High STEMM Magnet. Students will work on real 
world problems to help them prepare for 21st century careers. 
  
This effort combines a collaborative team of teachers helping students evaluate real 
world situations with mentorship from experienced business professionals.  
 
The foundation of this program are classroom teachers willing to take on the challenge 
of working not only with each other but integrating these case studies into the 
curriculum.  
 
Students won’t receive siloed instruction in math, English or science. Instead they’ll be 
presented with a challenge to solve where they and their teachers bring all of their 
academic skills into play to solve it.  
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Beginning in their freshman year, students in the Crenshaw program will participate in 
case challenges centered around businesses like Delta Airlines and NBCUniversal. As 
seniors, the students will have the opportunity for semester-long internships to help 
them gain experience in the workplace. 
 
We’ve seen great results from this approach in other parts of the country. I know the 
team at Crenshaw will create something truly special for students. 
 
Last Saturday, about 250 middle school students found their voice on the world stage 
alongside Grammy and Oscar winning artist H.E.R. at Global Citizen’s VAX live: The 
Concert to Reunite the World.  Other performers in the event included Selena Gomez, 
Jennifer Lopez, the Foo Fighters and President Biden. You heard that right – Los 
Angeles Unified students performing on a global stage with some of the world's 
brightest stars and world leaders. These students are just a small portion of the 5,000 
middle school students who are in a music program we created with the help of Fender 
Guitar. 
  
For me, it’s Christmas come early and a dream come true. I'm a music kid – as a shy 
fifth-grader in my third different elementary school, it was a teacher handing me a cello 
which changed my world. I found friends and I found my voice. 
  
In the midst of a global pandemic, we knew children would, now more than ever, need a 
way to connect with one another. I reached out to Fender and they answered the call to 
serve. 
  
Students received guitars, basses and ukuleles from Fender – free and theirs to keep. 
They participated in teacher-led lessons and made new friends in a community of 
musicians when the pandemic had everyone longing for connection. 
  
In the coming school year, the program will expand from the 5,000 students currently 
participating to more than 10,000 students. Every student in the program learns to play 
in a teacher-led music class and each receives an instrument as well as access to the 
Fender Play app. Fender Guitar is providing the guitars and Fender Play free of charge 
to all students in the program. 
  
Please enjoy highlights of Los Angeles Unified students performing with H.E.R. as seen 
by millions of people around the world. The future of Los Angeles can be seen in the 
faces of students in our schools and I’m delighted to say the future looks very bright.  
 
Thank you for your continued patience and support. 
 
 


