
 

 

 

March 8, 2021 
 
 
The Honorable Jay Inslee 
Governor, State of Washington 
 
Dr. Umair Shah 
Secretary, Washington State Department of Health 
 
Dear Governor Inslee and Dr. Shah:  
 
On behalf of more than 1,600 members of the Washington Association of School Administrators 
(WASA), thank you for your continued diligence and leadership throughout the pandemic. Your 
steadfast commitment to Washingtonians has produced positive results during this most difficult time.  
 
Since the early days of the COVID-19 outbreak, educators in Washington state have been reinventing 
the school experience for students in grades P-12. This has prompted changes in teaching and learning, 
the likes of which have never been seen before. Educators have been incredibly dedicated to 
implementing a new model for teaching and learning amidst the most challenging circumstances 
imaginable. During this time, remote learning has played a vital role in educating students.  
 
Now, as we approach the one-year anniversary of the pandemic with vaccines being deployed 
statewide, it is critical that efforts be made to ensure the return of all students to full-time in-person 
learning by the next school year. With employee vaccinations being ubiquitous by fall, the P-12 school 
system stands ready for the safe and responsible return of all students to the schoolhouse next 
September. 
 
With the six-foot physical distance requirement in place, the number of schools where all students can 
simultaneously return to the classroom for in-person learning is very small. Consequently, the return of 
all students to the schoolhouse will not happen as long as this requirement is in effect.  
 
School districts will, at best, continue with a hybrid model next fall. Notwithstanding the best efforts by 
educators, this model is not working for our school-age children and young people. Learning and 
academic progress are spotty and inconsistent, with our most vulnerable students suffering the most. 
But more importantly, we are in the middle of a public health crisis, where large numbers of children 
and teens are suffering from neglect, hunger, abuse, depression, severe mental health challenges, and 
suicide.  
 
The return of all students to in-person learning can be accomplished safely and responsibly. Consistent 
implementation of key mitigation strategies (masking, ventilation, spacing, cohorting, and handwashing) 
curbs in-school outbreaks with extraordinary effectiveness. When these layered prevention strategies 
are in place, some flexibility on the six-foot distancing requirement must be considered. This can be 
done while keeping staff and students safe. Our rationale carefully and responsibly weighs the risk of  
 



 

 
 
 
leaving students in remote learning environments versus bringing them back to school with less-than 
the required six-feet of physical distancing. 
 
Our position is not one that has been formulated in a vacuum. We respect both the science and the 
complexity of the pandemic. We acknowledge your responsibility to keep Washingtonians safe from this 
terrible disease. It should be noted that medical experts, including the American Academy of Pediatrics, 
have given this issue serious consideration, noting the conflict between optimal academic learning 
conditions and the need for physical distancing: “Schools should weigh the benefits of strict adherence to 
a six-foot spacing rule between students with the potential downside if remote learning is the only 
alternative.” And back in November, experts from the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, Joseph 
Allen and Sara Bleich, wrote an opinion piece for the Washington Post. In it, Allen and Bleich wrote, “Six-
feet should be the default minimum for adults, but it’s past time we recognize that kids are different, and 
the importance of schools is different, especially for the youngest learners. Three-feet should be the 
default distance for schools.” 
 
Increasingly, research suggests the longer students are not in school, the greater risk students face for 
other significant social and emotional issues, including their own mental health. In our view, the social, 
emotional, and academic well-being of students clearly tips the scales toward a return to in-person 
learning for all students by next fall. Simply stated, our kids are in trouble, and after what will be 18 
months of remote learning next fall, we must get them back to in-person learning. It can be done, and it 
can be done safely. 
 
Since the beginning of the pandemic, WASA has actively advocated for schools to re-open in a safe and 
responsible fashion. With the implementation of effective mitigation strategies and widespread 
vaccinations by fall, guided flexibility on the physical distancing requirements must be put into place. 
This is essential to a pathway forward.  
 
School district leaders are poised to bring students, teachers, administrators, and staff safely back to 
school. In order to fully prepare for a successful launch to the 2021-22 school year however, the sooner 
a decision is made on the six-foot requirement the better. A decision this spring would be extremely 
helpful to school districts, communities, and students as they plan for next year. 
 
It is time to step up our efforts in a responsible fashion and take care of our kids. They desperately need 
us to figure this out and get them back in school.  
 
Thank you for considering this request and for your continued support of educators and education 
leaders in our state.  
 
Respectfully,  
 
 
G. Joel Aune 
Executive Director 
 

https://services.aap.org/en/pages/2019-novel-coronavirus-covid-19-infections/clinical-guidance/covid-19-planning-considerations-return-to-in-person-education-in-schools/
https://namica.org/blog/impact-on-the-mental-health-of-students-during-covid-19/

