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Dear Board Members,
 
Thank you for your July 9 letter regarding school reopening in Washington State.
 
We agree that it is beneficial for students, families and school employees and the
communities they live in when students are able to attend school in person, but we also
know we have to take a broad view to determine how schools can reopen, and stay open,
in the safest way possible as we navigate through the COVID-19 pandemic. One of the
great challenges with this pandemic is that nothing happens in isolation. How the virus
affects a school is directly connected to transmission in the surrounding community. We
have to consider the health of the individuals in the school and the community around the
schools when making a decision about opening schools in the way that is safer for
everyone.
 
With case counts remaining high, and still increasing in many parts of the state, we know
certain strategies will help us reduce transmission of COVID-19 in schools and in the
surrounding communities. At this time staying home as much as possible is still the most
effective way to reduce transmission. If people must go out, there is strong evidence that
wearing face coverings reduce the spread by diminishing the distance your respiratory
droplets travel when you breathe, talk, cough or sneeze, and that protects others. The
more people who wear face coverings in public, the greater the impact will be. Physical
distancing is also very important as is hand washing. We also recommend environmental
measures like increasing ventilation and time outdoors and frequent cleaning.
 
Evidence suggests that children, especially younger children, are less likely to be
infected, and in many cases they exhibit milder symptoms. But children do contract
COVID-19, some of them become very ill, and they can infect other people. Children may
also get a rare but serious complication from COVID-19 called MIS-C, or Multisystem
Inflammatory Syndrome in Children. We do not know what the long-term effects of the
virus or MIS-C might be. The concern goes beyond children as well. There are also
teachers and staff of varying ages in schools, and some with underlying health issues.
Children, of course, also go home to families where there may be people at risk for
severe COVID. All of these things are factors in any decision about opening schools.
 
Other countries who opened school successfully this spring or summer opened with low
prevalence of COVID-19, decreasing case counts, and layered health and safety
measures like those outlined in DOH guidance, including the use of face coverings or
masks and physical distancing.
 
Getting children back to school is the most desired outcome. Our plans to do that must
take into account the community’s COVID-19 activity levels, and communities must weigh
the risks against the gains in that context to determine the best path forward for learning
among their students. We hope to open schools cautiously and in a way that is mostly
likely to keep them open.
 
We’re working toward our shared goals within a framework that protects health in the
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We’re working toward our shared goals within a framework that protects health in the
midst of the pandemic.
 
Thank you, again, for your letter and your concern for our students.
 
 
Lacy M. Fehrenbach, MPH, CPH
Gender Pronouns: She/Her
Deputy Secretary
COVID-19 Response
Washington State Department of Health
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