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Washington D.C. Teachers and Community Members Share Their Concerns  
About Plans to Re-Open Schools to In-Person Learning 

 
WASHINGTON—Deeply concerned about the health and safety of teachers, students and the 
community if schools reopen without clear and enforceable health protocols, Washington D.C. 
teachers and community members gathered in front of the John A. Wilson Building on Tuesday 
morning. Attendees called on Mayor Muriel Bowser and District of Columbia Public Schools 
Chancellor Lewis Ferebee to re-open only when it is safe.  
 
“Our city’s teachers want to return to the classroom,” WTU President Elizabeth Davis said. 
“However, they are concerned for their personal health and that of their families, students and 
communities. This disease has a disproportionate impact on African American families and we 
must ensure that we have strong and transparent health protocols in place if we’re to consider 
reopening schools. Today, I wouldn’t feel comfortable returning to a classroom.” 
 
“In 2011, I had a heart attack in my classroom. My students saw me wheeled out of my room on 
a stretcher,” shared Christian Herr, who has been teaching for 11 years. “My cardiologist has 
made it very clear to me that the risk of death from COVID is greater for people with hearts like 
mine. Even if I were to catch and survive it, it's more likely that my heart would never be the 
same. More likely that I would lose years with my wife or that my students would again see me 
rolled out of my room on a stretcher, although this time, I might not come back.“ 
 
Teachers unrolled a 100-foot banner displaying more than 150 stories like Christian’s, and read 
each story aloud.  
 
One quote read: "I’m a single parent with a student in a different school district that will be doing 
100% virtual learning. How will I return to in-person work? Who will watch my child?”  
 
Another read: “I miss my students, parents, coworkers and classroom a lot. I know that students 
learn much better in person. My own children attend school in a neighboring county. It is 
comforting to me knowing that my children will be safe and healthy at home doing virtual 
learning. I want the same for my students.” 
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And yet another read: “I am considered high risk and my children’s school is doing full time 
virtual learning. For my family’s sake I will have to take leave or find another job. I want to teach, 
but only when it’s safe.” 
 
One simply read: “I do not want to be among the dead.” 
 
All 150 quotes can be read on the WTU’s website: https://www.wtulocal6.net/_onlywhenitssafe. 
 
Manda Kelly, a 5th grade teacher who’s health issues prevented her from attending in-person 
shared her story via phone: “I have an autoimmune disease. I take numerous drugs to try and 
stay healthy and teach. I love my students and wish I could be with them every day, but I know 
that even now, I spend many weekends trying to feel better so I can go to work the following 
week. I also have a child who has Type 1.5 Diabetes. Her university will be closed and she will 
be at home with me, doing online learning. It is not OK that I risk my family’s health to do what I 
love. My students would be devastated to know they had given me COVID-19. Doubt me? You 
should see how they feel when they give me a cold! I teach 5th graders. They understand my 
disease. We can not open like this.”  
 
Phllyis Ford-Berger, who was with her child, also shared her story via phone: “After COVID-19 
hit, we pulled our two-year-old son out of daycare. If we have to go back in-person, it will be 
next to impossible for us to find a safe child care provider in the next four weeks. Finding 
childcare in DC before the pandemic was difficult enough! A hybrid model would be a logistical 
nightmare, not just for my family but my students' families, and put all of our health at risk. I get 
a headache just thinking about it. I miss my students, and I want to be back at school with them, 
but only when it's safe.” 
 
Monique Sullivan, a 4th grade teacher and mother to two children, attended the event today and 
shared her concerns: “My 3 year old and 6 year old will be at home because their school is 
virtual. I’m one of hundreds of DCPS teachers in this situation now that all of the surrounding 
school districts have announced plans to begin the year virtually. My partner works full-time. We 
don’t have any family in the area. I want to return, but who will safely care for my children?” 
 
On July 31, Mayor Muriel Bowser and Chancellor Dr. Lewis Ferebee are scheduled to announce 
their decision on whether to return to in-person learning in August when school resumes. 
Teachers, parents and community members are deeply concerned for their health in the case of 
a potential return to in-person learning. Over the past weeks, community spread has increased 
and DC lacks the testing capacity to rapidly test and trace those infected. DC Public Schools 
has also failed to provide clear guidance and protocols that would protect the health of teachers, 
students and communities.  
 
Teachers are urging the Mayor and the Chancellor to work with them to ensure protocols are in 
place and fully met to ensure the health of our school communities prior to reopening our 
schools. Nearly 5,500 individuals have joined the Washington Teachers’ Union in signing a 
petition that recommends returning to school via Distance Learning until all health criteria for 
reopening our schools are met and DC Public Schools has worked, in conjunction with the 
WTU, in establishing clear protocols to ensure the health and safety of those in our schools. 
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In an informal survey of DCPS teachers organized by WTU members, just over 30% of 
respondents indicated that they would need to apply for leave if the District chose to return to 
in-person learning, either because of their own health concerns, or because of the health 
concerns of a family member they live with or care for, or because of the need to care for 
children whose schools will be opening virtually this fall. An additional 18% indicated they would 
need to begin applying for jobs with schools or districts that would allow them to teach virtually 
for the time being.  
 
Today’s event was part of a week of action organized by members of the WTU to call attention 
to the dangers of reopening prematurely. Tomorrow, teachers will drive in a car caravan to key 
points throughout the District to show DCPS’s lack of preparedness to reopen, and Thursday, 
teachers will set up a model classroom at Freedom Plaza to highlight the challenges facing the 
city if schools reopen before it is safe.  
 

# # # 
 
 

The following teachers are available for interviews: 
 

● Christian Herr: His cell number is 202 823 8192. He is a science teacher who suffered a 
heart attack at school in 2011. His cardiologist has told him his risk of death from 
Covid-19 is higher because of his heart condition. 
 

● Manda Kelly: Her cell number is 202 230 9304. She is a 5th grade teacher with an 
autoimmune disease and a college-aged child who has type 1.5 diabetes and is back 
home living with her and doing online learning. 

 
● Phyllis Ford-Berger: Her cell number is 202 386 8022. She is a school social worker 

without safe and affordable child care for her two-year-old son. She can't rely on family 
for child care because her parents have serious health issues. 

 
● Monique Sullivan: Her cell number is 202 440 4318. She is a 4th grade teacher and 

mother to a 3 and a 6 year old who will be at home full time because their school has 
already announced that they will begin the year 100% virtually.  

 
 


