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Good afternoon. I am Elizabeth Davis, President of the Washington Teachers’ Union (WTU). The WTU 
represents over 5,000 active and retired teachers. We are dedicated to social and educational justice for 
the students of the District of Columbia and to improving the quality of support, resources, compensation 
and working conditions for the public servants and proud teachers who educate our students. Many of our 
WTU members live and pay taxes in the District and have kids or family members that attend DC schools. 
I am a DC teacher and DC resident. 
 
I’d like to thank you for holding today’s hearing. The vaccination of our city’s resident’s is a critical step in 
emerging from this global pandemic. While I know that many are anxious about receiving the vaccine, I 
want to emphasize that we believe it is safe and effective. The WTU urges all citizens to receive the 
vaccine as soon as they become eligible.  
 
While the vaccine presents a significant step in our recovery and a return to “normal,” we must recognize 
that we are still in the midst of a global pandemic. In the District we have lost more than 900 of our friends 
and neighbors. Across the nation, more than 400,000 citizens have died from this deadly disease. While I 
know there is an urge to move forward quickly, we must recognize that it takes time for the vaccine to 
become effective. 
 
On Tuesday, educators began receiving their first dose of the coronavirus vaccine. Following the 
schedule outlined by Rx companies, educators will NOT fully immunized until about a week after their 
second shots, which will occur about 3 weeks after their first, i.e., sometime between February 22 and 
March 4. Yet, we are embarking upon a massive reopening of our school system on Monday. A full three 

weeks before our staff are protected. 
 
Earlier this week, the CDC released a study stating that school settings can safely be reopened WITH 
PRECATUTIONS in place. I’m an educator. I believe we should follow the science. However, I’ve been 
exceedingly alarmed by how this study is being used to push for a quick reopening of DC Schools. First, 
rural Wisconsin is nothing like the District. While we can draw some conclusions, we must be mindful of 
the differences. Students here, to attend school – especially students in your Ward Mr. Chairman – must 
travel across the city, exposing them to the virus on buses and the metro. There is a significant risk that 
they will contract the virus and bring it back into their homes. The other significant difference is the level 
of community spread. We continue to exceed the benchmarks established by the Mayor and the city’s 
taskforce. Yet, we have not rolled back the opening of our economy. We continue to have bars and 
restaurants serving individuals in-person.  
 
Over the last few days, the WTU has heard repeatedly that we must open our schools to help students 
recover lost learning and to close the gaps that are emerging because of the pandemic. Let’s be clear. 
Our city has long been plagued by stark achievement gaps and those gaps have been growing over the 
last 6 years under the administration of Mayor Muriel Bowser. We do need to combat the achievement 
gaps and we hope that her actions will match her rhetoric. We hope to see resources will flow to our 
schools in communities that have been underserved; a city as rich as ours should never depend on the 
generosity of others to repair a basketball court or provide computers for our students. 
 
Our return to in-person learning is not a return to normal. We must retain social distancing. We must wear 
masks. Students will still be, primarily, learning from their computers whether they are in a classroom or at 
home. Teachers are going to be asked to teach in-person and remotely. Some teachers will see class 
sizes greatly increase. We do not believe, as educators, that the plans being put forward by DC Public 
Schools will help make up for the learning loss students have experienced during the pandemic. In fact, 
the plan our city is moving forward with may increase the gaps. 
 
I do believe DCPS can safely reopen. And I believe we should. I know that DCPS has spent millions to 
prepare our school buildings. But, as school teams have toured our facilities, they have uncovered 
numerous violations. Classrooms not set up to maintain proper social distancing. Restrooms lacking soap 
and hot water. Most critically, DCPS has failed to release specific information on the HVAC systems in 
our schools. Yes, they’ve released a checklist stating that schools are safe. But, we once again here 
today ask that DCPS be required to release the underlying reports to ensure that HVAC systems in each 
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and every school meet the standard for safe airflow in accordance with national standards set by 
ASHRAE. 
 
I do want to touch on some items specifically about the roll out of the District’s vaccination program to 
educators who are returning to our schools buildings. Vaccinations of teachers and other school building 
staff engaged in in-person schooling began on Monday, January 25. Unfortunately, DCPS and the DC 
Department of Health have shared scant information with us. We learned of the timeline and details from 
the media and from emails sent to our membership. The WTU has not received any updates from DCPS 
or the Department of Health about the number of educators who have signed up to receive or who have 
received the vaccine. 
 
What we can tell you is that WTU members cannot register unless they are personally invited. Those who 
have been selected to return to in-person learning are sent an email with a link to register. We do not 
have any information on the number invited or how many slots that have been allocated. There have 
been substantial lines and it’s unclear if health officials are checking appointment times during the 
vaccination hours. While we have been unable to observe the vaccinations themselves, we’ve received 
reports that social distancing and necessary precautions are in place. 
 
I do want to emphasize that while we recognize that reopening our schools is critical and that vaccine 
supply is limited. However, our city has pushed early childhood and day care providers, many of whom 
have been working for months in in-person settings. We believe that all those providing care and 
instruction to our students should be able to receive the vaccine as quickly as possible and that we 
should not unduly expand seats until our care givers are able to be fully vaccinated and develop immunity 
to this deadly disease. 
 
Over the last few weeks, we’ve pieced together the number of outbreaks in CARE Classrooms. Including 
a case reported to us today at Truesdell, we know there have been at least 39 cases in our schools. Until 
last week, DCPS hadn’t reported the number of students enrolled, number of staff supporting, or the total 
number of CARE Classrooms operating. We still do not have reliable data on the daily attendance in 
these classroom settings. 
 
We are deeply concerned that despite the rhetoric put forward by the administration that our school 
system is not ready to open to large scale in-person learning. We are taking an unnecessary risk greatly 
expanding the number of individuals traveling across our city and congregating in our school facilities. 
Myself and educators are deeply concerned that this will lead to further outbreaks and potentially deaths. 
 
Educators across our city are determined to help our students succeed and thrive. We will replace lost 
learning. We cannot replace a lost loved one. 
 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak today. I look forward to working with you to protect our 
communities and ensure every student receives a high-quality education across the District of Columbia. 
It is important to get it right. The challenges that we face are nothing compared to the loss of a loved one. 
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APPENDIX: 
 
WTU Teacher Survey 
Administered week of Jan 11, 20201 

 
 
 

 
      

 

 
 
 
 


