
August 14, 2020 
 
Sent Via Electronic and US Mail 
 
Dr. Anthony L-T Chen, MD, MPH 
Tacoma-Pierce County Health Department 
3629 South D Street 
Tacoma, WA  98418-6813 
Email: AChen@tpchd.org 
 
Dr. Chen, 
 
We write on behalf of the Board of Directors for Lighthouse Christian School in Gig Harbor to respectfully 
request additional clarity or modification to your August 11, 2020 letter requiring all schools in Pierce 
County to begin the school year using distance learning.  We make this request with the utmost respect and 
appreciation for the efforts of you and your staff at the Tacoma-Pierce County Health Department during 
these very challenging times. 
 
Founded in 1994, Lighthouse Christian School is one of the most established private schools in the Gig 
Harbor area.  Lighthouse provides a rigorous academic program for students in Kindergarten through eighth 
grade.  Our faculty and staff strive to provide the guidance and encouragement to prepare our students to 
serve their families and community.  As with nearly all schools, fulfilling our mission and meeting the 
educational, social, and emotional needs of our students and families is incredibly challenging without some 
form of in-person instruction.  
 
There is no question that we are living in a changed world due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  In recent weeks 
Lighthouse staff, faculty and board members have dedicated hundreds of hours reviewing the relevant 
guidance from Governor Jay Inslee, Superintendent of Public Instruction Chris Reykdal, the Washington 
State Department of Health, the Tacoma-Pierce County Health Department, the CDC and others in order to 
develop a comprehensive plan that will allow Lighthouse to safely resume on-campus instruction during the 
2020-2021academic year.  In addition, Lighthouse conducted an online parent survey to better understand the 
needs, desires, and concerns of our families related to COVID-19 and the upcoming school year.  We have 
also consulted closely with our staff and faculty to incorporate their input and address any concerns they 
have about returning to in-person education.  The overwhelming response to both efforts has been positive 
and supportive of returning to in-person instruction -- when it is safe.  Following the Governor’s press 
conference on August 5th, Lighthouse had decided to move forward with a hybrid model of instruction, 
limiting each class to 8-10 students in person at a time, to ensure all aspects of the protective measures could 
be easily met to ensure the safest environment possible for returning students and faculty.  This approach had 
to be tabled following your August 11 correspondence confirming your decision to mandate distance 
learning for all Pierce County schools.  
 
Respectfully, we are concerned your August 11 decision does not account for the varied COVID-19 
transmission rates within local communities and/or school districts in Pierce County when determining 
whether it is safe to return to some form of in-person instruction.  As you know, Gig Harbor and the 
surrounding community has experienced significantly fewer cases of COVID-19 than other parts of Pierce 
County. According to the numbers we have reviewed, the approximately 70,000 residents of Pierce County 
who live within the Peninsula School District (PSD) boundaries have a 14-day new case rate of 
approximately 60 cases per 100,000 residents over the last 14 days.  This is less than the <75 cases/100K/14 
days case rate deemed “high risk” by the WA State Department of Health and cited extensively by Governor 
Inslee and OSPI as well as by your office and within the tolerance for allowing some form of safe in-person 
instruction in community schools.    
 

http://lcschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Pierce-County-Health-Department-letter.pdf
https://issuu.com/lcschool/docs/launch_2020-21_plan_7-28-20?fr=sMDZkZDE3MjU4Mzg


Considering only the countywide case rates does not reflect the community case rate in a distinct area like 
the Gig Harbor/PSD boundary area when weighing the risks of resuming in-person instruction. We also do 
not believe such an approach is consistent with the direction provided by the August 5 decision framework 
issued by the Washington State Department of Health or the comments of Governor Inslee during his August 
5 press conference to announce the guidance for re-opening schools. In fact, in response to a question during 
that press conference the Governor described the decision framework as providing flexibility though “local 
decision-making by local communities” based on the conditions in those communities, rather than 
transmission rates in another part of the county: 
 
“We think that it gives some appropriate flexibility for school district to school district. One district might 
have an outbreak in one end of the county and 70 miles away they’ve got no cases, it does give them some 
flexibility in this regard.  And we do have some districts with very low activity that we thought it was not 
necessary to have mandates.” (begins at 26:00 mark)  
 
The Gig Harbor/Key Peninsula area is geographically distinct from other areas of Pierce County due to 
numerous factors, including how area residents often seek to limit their trips across the Tacoma Narrows 
bridge due to the toll. We see this phenomenon play out within the makeup of the community here at 
Lighthouse.  Based on our most recent information 95.4% of the administration, faculty and student body at 
Lighthouse live on the Gig Harbor side of the Tacoma Narrows bridge.     
 
There are many factors that go into the decision to resume in-person instruction. We respect the decision by 
local school boards, including the Peninsula School District, to begin the school year in distance learning 
though we are aware the Board recently expressed to you its belief about our community’s ability to properly 
and safely facilitate some form of in person learning.  Ultimately, we share Governor Inslee’s position that it 
is critical that each school district within a County retain the flexibility to determine options for in-person 
instruction consistent with the applicable safety precautions and guidelines, including the case rates in their 
communities.  We respectfully ask you to consider this request to clarify your August 11 letter in order to 
ensure your directives provide the flexibility consistent within the current recommended guidelines 
articulated by the Washington Department of Health, Governor Inslee and the OSPI on August 5. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of this extremely important matter and for the hard work you have put in 
during these challenging months for the people of Pierce County.  We are grateful for you and your office 
and look forward to continuing to work with the Pierce County Department of Health as we move forward 
this school year and beyond. 
 
Respectfully, 
          
Board of Directors Executive Committee 
Lighthouse Christian School 
 
Cc (via e-mail only): 
Pierce County Executive – Bruce Dammeier (Bruce.Dammeier@piercecountywa.gov) 
Pierce County Councilmember – Derek Young (Derek.Young@pierceountywa.gov) 
Senator Emily Randall (emily.randall@leg.wa.gov) 
State Representative – Jesse Young (jesse.young@leg.wa.gov) 
State Representative – Michelle Caldier (michelle.caldier@leg.wa.gov) 
Peninsula School District – Board of Directors 
Chuck West (westc@psd401.net) 
Deb Krishnadasan (krisnadasan@psd401.net) 
Lori Glover (gloverl@psd401.net) 
Natalie Wimberley (wimberleyn@psd401.net) 
David Olson (olsond@psd401.net) 

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/DecisionTree-K12schools.pdf
https://www.tvw.org/watch/?clientID=9375922947&eventID=2020081009&autoStartStream=true
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