che Wasl)mgtnn @tmes

Inside Washington D.C.




Biden's goal to reopen schools in first
100 days opposed by powerful ally of

Democrats
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President Biden’s goal of reopening schools in the first 100
days of his administration is running into stiff opposition from
one of the Democratic Party’s most powerful allies: teachers
unions.

Mr. Biden says science will determine when children return
to the classroom, and the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention announced Tuesday that the evidence shows in-person
learning is safe.

But public school teachers and their unions are stifling re-
opening plans across the country. They argue that it is still too
risky for them to return to the classroom.

“The politics here tend to matter as much as the science,”
said Brad Marianno, a professor at the University of Nevada
who specializes in teachers unions.

The advocates for reopening got a boost from a CDC study
published in the Journal of the American Medical Association
that concluded the “preponderance of available evidence from
the fall school semester” found that in-person learning did not
lead to an uptick in COVID-19 cases among students, teachers
or their families.

“As many schools have reopened for in-person instruction
in some parts of the U.S. as well as internationally, school-relat-
ed cases of COVID-19 have been reported, but there has been
little evidence that schools have contributed meaningfully to
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Rycc Smith welcomes Montello Elementary School
students as they board his bus outside the Lewiston,
Maine school Thursday afternoon, Jan. 21, 2021
after the first day back in nearly a month. The entire
school district switched to all remote learning after
an uptick in COVID-19 cases last month. Smith has
been driving a school bus for the past 40 years and
said the students have been very cooperative follow-
ing the protocols. (Russ Dillingham/Sun Journal via
— AP)
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increased community transmission,” they wrote.

The research put teachers on the defensive in fights over
reopening, including in Illinois, New Jersey and Virginia,
where teachers unions cited a lack of vaccines and a surge in
COVID-19 cases as reasons to put reopening plans on ice.

The powerful Chicago Teachers Union has rejected the push
from Mayor Lori Lightfoot and the leaders of the public school
system to call 10,000 K-8 staff members back to school Mon-
day.

Teachers shouldn’t be forced to return before they can be
vaccinated, according to the union, which has threatened to
strike and has charged that schools, particularly in minority
communities, lack the resources needed to protect students,
faculty and staff from infection from the coronavirus.

At a press conference, Chicago Teachers Union members
said the city’s vaccination plan is a “total mess” and safeguards
that public schools have adopted are “not safe at all.”

Stacy Davis Gates, the union’s vice president, said in a
Twitter post that school employees are scrambling to get vacci-
nated.

“This is a lifesaving vaccine, and educators are having to
run around to stores on their own to see if they can get it like
it’s a limited edition Tickle-Me-Elmo, PS5 or Cabbage [Patch]
doll?” she said.

Pressure has been growing across the nation to reopen
schools full time. Parents have grown weary of virtual learn-
ing, and evidence suggests that early fears about the spread of
the coronavirus in the classroom were overblown.

Mr. Marianno said Mr. Biden is trying to strike a balance
between pleasing the unions and keeping his pledge to reopen
schools.

“He has done what he needs to signal he is an ally of the
unions, but at the same time not ostracizing those who want to
see him take a strong stance on reopening,” Mr. Marianno said.
“It will be a tightrope he will have to walk over the next few
months.

“Going forward, the public opinion on this will be deter-
mined on how it is actually implemented,” he said.

Mr. Biden tiptoed over the school reopening fight this week
when a reporter asked about the Chicago teachers’ refusal to
return to schools.

“The teachers, I know they want to work,” Mr. Biden said.
“They just want to work in a safe environment, and as safe as
we can rationally make it, and we can do that.”
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The stance exposed Mr. Biden to criticism from congressio- 9, HNIZDEAENFHELI TS

nal Republicgps. [REEEFESATY LTS, FRIESERSITHRIC
RIBP)

“Millions of students in public schools have gone almost a
full year without stepping foot in a classroom,” House Minority

Learlcﬂle?ttKeVin McCarthy, California Republican, said in a post SEXEER(CRESERELVELET
on Twitter.
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use Al against China

William J. Burns, the veteran diplomat tapped to be the next
CIA director, says he will follow through with the agency’s
plans to adopt artificial intelligence technology to counter the
large and aggressive activities of Chinese spies.

Mr. Burns, who appeared at a confirmation hearing before
the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence on Wednesday,
was asked in pre-hearing questions about the agency’s “quick
adoption” of artificial intelligence to “help to mitigate the nu-
merical advantages of the Chinese intelligence services, as well

as increase efficiency and exposure for its workforce.”

The committee also said the use of Al at the CIA is critical
because China poses a threat of “technological authoritarianism
that threatens the U.S. technological dominance and our more
principled use of technology.”

Mr. Burns said China is investing heavily in Al and ma-
chine learning technology to bolster its intelligence and coun-
terintelligence capabilities. Artificial intelligence involves gath-
ering large amounts of data and then exploiting the data with
advanced computers and software.

The CIA “must meet this challenge by transforming how it
collects, analyzes, and disseminates intelligence,” he said in his
written answers. “I understand that CIA has devised an [artifi-
cial intelligence/machine learning] strategy to achieve this goal,
is working closely with the leading AI/ML firms in the country,
and will drive the adoption of AI/ML technologies across the
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William J. Burns, nominee for Central Intelligence Agen-
cy director, said China is investing heavily in artificial
intelligence and machine learning. (Associated Press)
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[intelligence community].”

Members of the Senate committee have expressed concerns
that the CIA’s traditional focus on secrecy and security over
new technology will delay adoption of Al know-how.

Ashley Deeks, a University of Virginia Law School profes-
sor, noted that China‘s drive for total information awareness
could hamper U.S. intelligence collection.

“If the Chinese government can recognize every person on
the street and easily track a person’s comings and goings, this
will make it even harder for foreign intelligence agencies to op-
erate inside the country,” she stated on the blog Lawfare.
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U.S. airstrike hits Iran-backed militias in
Syria

President Biden on Thursday ordered U.S. airstrikes against
Iran-backed militias operating inside Syria, Pentagon officials
said.

The airstrikes come amid a wave of recent rocket attacks
against American personnel stationed in neighboring Iraq, in-
cluding one recent assault that killed a civilian contractor and
wounded a U.S. service member. In its statement, military of-
ficials suggested that more attacks against Americans could be
on the immediate horizon and that Thursday’s airstrikes were
aimed at protecting U.S. interests.
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A formation of U.S. Navy F-18E Super Hornets leaves
after receiving fuel from a KC-135 Stratotanker over
northern Iraq, Sept. 23, 2014. These aircraft were part of
a large coalition strike package that was the first to strike
ISIL targets in Syria. (U.S. Air Force photo by Staff Sgt.
Shawn Nickel)
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