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MEMORANDUM 

To: Whatcom County School Superintendents 

From: Greg Stern MD, Health Officer 

Date: May 22, 2021 

Re: Quarantine options for COVID-19 close contacts and return-to-school decisions 

 

Whatcom County Health Department has received many requests to shorten the quarantine period for students who 

are close contacts of COVID-19 cases, both from parents and from school staff and administration.  We continue to 

use and implement CDC and WA Department of Health (DOH) guidelines in our response to cases and outbreaks of 

COVID-19, rather than develop local alternative guidelines, and we want to clarify who is responsible for making 

decisions about the use of shorter quarantine options in return-to-work or school for those who are in quarantine. 

 

CDC issued their Science Brief: Options to Reduce Quarantine for Contacts of Persons with SARS-CoV-2 Infection 

Using Symptom Monitoring and Diagnostic Testing on 12/2/20, describing the evidence on the relative effectiveness 

of shorter options for quarantine. In summary, the effectiveness of each option for reduction of residual risk of 

transmission is 90% for seven days, 95% for seven days with a negative diagnostic test collected no earlier than day 

5, 99% for 10 days, and 99.9% for 14 days.  CDC and DOH continue to recommend 14 days as the safest option, 

with 10 days and 7 days (with a negative diagnostic test at day 5 or later) as less safe options to be considered when 

14 days are not possible or under special circumstances, which are not defined.  However, DOH does list settings 

that should use 14-days rather than shorter options, without including schools: 

 

Certain high-risk settings or groups should use the 14-day quarantine option: 

 People who work or stay in an acute or long-term healthcare setting, 

 People who work or stay in a correctional facility, 

 People who work or stay in a shelter or transitional housing, 

 People who live in communal housing such as dormitories, fraternities or sororities, 

 People who work in crowded work situations where physical distancing is impossible due to the nature 

of the work such as in a warehouse or factory, 

 People who work on fishing or seafood processing vessels. 

 

This quarantine guidance is also included in the K-12 Schools 2020-2021 Guidance (DOH, 3/25/21 update).  It is not 

specified in the K-12 COVID-19 Requirements for Summer 2021 and the 2021-2022 School Year (DOH, 5/13/21), but 

WCHD has corresponded with DOH about whether DOH was changing their recommendations for quarantine and 

short options from the 3/25/21 guidance and we were told that the quarantine recommendations for schools remain 

as above. 

 

WCHD concurs with the DOH quarantine guidelines regarding the relative risk reduction of the three options, noting 

that the guidelines describe settings where the short options should not be used and criteria for the use of the short 

options: when 14-days is not possible or under special circumstances that are not further defined. 

 

WCHD recognizes the difficulties and the costs to student’s education and well-being of prolonged absence from 

school and the benefit to the student of reducing the duration of that absence.  However, the higher residual risk of 
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transmission from the shorter options is assumed by others who may be infected if the student in quarantine 

becomes infectious. 

  

In their instructions What to do if you were potentially exposed to someone with COVID-19 (DOH, 5/18/21 update).  

DOH does not address who makes the decision about when a student or employee in quarantine may return to 

school or work. Links to this document are sent by DOH to close contacts through case investigations.  Parents have 

understood from the DOH document that they determine when their child may return to school, but schools need to 

balance the risk to other students and staff from a short quarantine option with the needs of the quarantined student.  

This risk assessment includes many factors, including the level of implementation of mitigation measures within the 

classroom, the ages and level of contact between students, and the medical vulnerability of potential close contacts, 

and cannot be made by parents of quarantined students. 

 

Parents may make decisions on quarantine options in relationship to household and social contacts, but return to 

work and return to school assessments are the responsibility of the employer and school in consultation with WCHD. 

 

Schools may decide that they would prefer to use one of the short options as a default in their determination of health 

risk to other students and staff vs. educational and well-being risk to the quarantined student, or they may use the 14-

day period as a default and make shorter quarantine periods an option under specific criteria. 

 

WCHD will support schools in their implementation of federal and state requirements and recommendations, 

including their use of shorter quarantine options.  If a school determines that their prevention measures are adequate 

and that the marginal risk reduction benefit of longer quarantine periods are outweighed by the negative 

consequences to all or some quarantined students, these would constitute special circumstances where the shorter 

options could be applied as a default or on a case-by-case basis. 

 

Please do not refer parents to the health department to determine whether or not their child can return to school 

using a short option.  We will consult with school administration and COVID-19 leads on decisions on whether to use 

short options as a default or with COVID-19 leads or school nurses on individual cases if 14 days remains your 

default. 
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