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My name is Tracy Beth Hgeg. | am a practicing MD and a PhD epidemiologist working in the
Department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics at University of California-San Francisco. | am a
Danish American dual citizen who moved back to the US from Denmark in 2015. | have co-
authored 14 scientific publications related to epidemiology and medical evidence during the
COVID-19 pandemic, 13 where | was first or senior author (see accompanying CV).

My own research and publication experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic have led me to
numerous eye-opening and disappointing revelations about the US Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) which I will outline today.

One of the most important questions, if not the most important question, as we look back on the
COVID-19 pandemic is why, under the CDC’s guidance, many K-12 schools in the United
States remained closed to in person learning longer than any other high-income nations, with
almost a third of US students out of full time in person learning for 15 months (1).

In the Fall of 2020, | was the senior author of a landmark study (2) published in the CDC’s
journal MMWR on COVID-19 transmission in schools. My co-authors and | expected the
findings of our study would be used by the CDC to recommend the swift reopening schools in
the winter of 2021 as our peer nations had done, most many months earlier. In line with research
out of Europe (3,4, 5) and our own country (6,7,8) we found remarkably limited transmission
between students and none to teachers during a time of high community disease prevalence —
among 5530 students & staff over a 14-week period.

Unthinkable to me at the time, the CDC under Rochelle Walensky, provided updated guidance to
schools that, doubled down (9) on the need for closures at times of high community transmission
levels and for the unproven need for 6 feet of distance and screening testing (10,11). When the
February 2021 school reopening guidelines were released, >90% (12) of the country was in the
“high” transmission level meaning the CDC recommended virtual learning for secondary schools
that did not have access to a screening testing program and hybrid learning with 6 feet of
distancing for elementary students. This guidance would keep as many as 90% of students in the
US out of either full time school or any in-person learning.

| thought the current administration believed in a progressive ideology which valued the
education of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged in our society. So why were they putting up
S0 many unproven barriers to getting children back into school? Why did they not consult with
us, the authors of the study published on this very topic in their own journal? We could have told
them we did not have a screening testing program and >90% of elementary students in our study
were < 6 feet apart in classrooms and kids ate lunch without masks indoors (1)(13). In fact, out of



desperation to communicate with the CDC, we rapidly released a preprint (13) outlining the
simple circumstances under which the schools in our study stayed open.

| eventually learned what was happening -- the CDC was consulting with the leaders of the US’s
two largest teachers unions, including Randi Weingarten and Becky Pringle over text messages
(up to the day before the release) about the language of their reopening guidelines (13). It is not
that I feel that teachers should have been excluded from the discussion but that the scientific
evidence and anticipated harms of continued school closures (15,16) should have been the
utmost priority.

This was my first major personal experience with what | have come to recognize as an
unacceptable and, ultimately harmful, political bias within the CDC.

My second experience involved the downplaying and lack of sense of urgency about the post-
vaccination myocarditis signal in young people about which | have published two harm-benefit
analyses (17[preprint], 18, 19) and one additional scientific publication (20). Briefly, the CDC’s
unwillingness to properly communicate and address this adverse effect, particularly among
young healthy people who had already been infected with COVID-19, for whom the benefit of
vaccination remains entirely unclear, demonstrated a greater commitment to partisanship than the
health of our nation’s youth.

My third example speaks to the publication bias within the CDC’s flagship journal, MMWR.
Historically this is a highly respected journal; | believe it has the potential to be again. However,
during the COVID-19 pandemic a litany of poor-quality studies often with results consistent with
the current administration's views (21=Arizona mask study, 22=hairstylist mask study,
23=telephone masking survey 24=Post-COVID conditions 25=myocarditis) but inconsistent with
higher quality research and publications (26, 27, 28, 29, 30), were published — and without
external peer review. My own research group’s experience is illustrative of the inner workings of
the journal’s dubious scientific review process. We replicated the methods of a study published
in MMWR (31) which was used to justify school mask recommendations for the 2021-2022
academic year. This study by Budzyn et al (21) included a very short 2-week study period and
found a association between school mask mandates and the rise in county pediatric cases. When
we expanded the study out to 6 weeks and were able to include a larger, more nationally
representative group of counties, we failed to find any significant association between school
mask mandates and pediatric cases. MMWR however refused to publish this follow-up analysis,
which scientific journals with integrity would have readily published. They did not not cite
issues with our methods but rather that our findings were “rife with polemics” and would “be
more suitable for publication in another journal where more space could be afforded.”

We were able to promptly get this published (32) in the highly respected Journal of Infection,
our findings a valuable example of the limitations and pitfalls of using highly-likely-to-be
confounded observational data to set public health policy. If you look at enough periods of time
and places, you will most certainly be able to generate results that support your preferred policies
and narratives. Meanwhile, a systematic review of randomized studies (26)- the highest level
evidence we have found “Wearing masks in the community probably makes little or no
difference to the outcome of laboratory-confirmed influenza/SARS-CoV-2.”(26)



There is a desperate need for more scientific rigor from their studies and MWWR and a
transparent review process including external peer review is essential for the integrity of the
journal that helps set public health guidelines.

Finally, as further evidence of bias within the agency, my research group recently published an
analysis (33) of the CDC’s errors in data reporting between 2021 and spring of 2023. We found,
disturbingly, that basic errors reported by the agency systematically overestimated the risks of
COVID-19 to the public, particularly in children, 94% of the time.

Whatever our political beliefs, we should all be deeply concerned about a national public health
agency that chooses to publish, promote & develop guidelines around politically favorable
policies instead of producing and/or utilizing the highest quality data or admitting uncertainty.

Reforms to the agency may include separating the researchers responsible for generating and
publishing scientific data in MMWR from political influence from the current administration or a
bipartisan effort, a commitment to transparency, external peer review in the MMWR scientific
publication process, as well as more opportunity for public involvement and debate in the
development of public health guidelines.

Thank you.
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