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As omicron wave wanes, students forced to 
quarantine are having trouble keeping up
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Starting March 12, masks 
will be optional for students 

and staff, with some caveats.
Superintendent Dr. Robert 

Bravo announced the lifting of 
the mandate during the March 
3 board meeting, citing drop-
ping COVID cases, the ac-
cessibility of testing, and high 
vaccination rates. 
Although masks are still 

strongly rec-
o m m e n d -
ed, there are 
certain con-
ditions that 
need to be met 
to go mask-
free, such as 
whether the 
space is a ded-
icated health 
facility and 
whether the student is display-
ing symptoms.
Bravo also warned that per-

sonal decisions regarding 
mask-wearing must be re-
spected in the classroom, and 
he encouraged teachers to dis-
cuss this with students. 
“Staff are to take any actions 

necessary to maintain an envi-
ronment of kindness and re-
spect so that no one is made to 
feel harassed for their decision 
whether to wear or not to wear 
a mask,” Bravo said in a state-
ment released March 4.
The decision follows an an-

nouncement from Gov. Gavin 
Newsom that allowed school 
districts to decide their own 
masking policies. Some dis-
tricts, such as the San Jose 
Unified and Palo Unified, have 
already announced their deci-
sion to go mask-optional.
In anticipation of the an-

nouncement, a Bear Witness 
survey of 467 readers earlier 
this week found that even if 
masks were no longer required 
at school, more than 70% would 
keep wearing their masks.
Some students, like senior 

Lipitha Tummala, are torn 
between the two options. 
Tummala likes the idea of see-
ing her peers’ faces, but also 
is worried about the poten-
tial health risk of not wearing 
masks.
“We don't know the pros and 

cons since we haven't actually 
taken masks off,” she said. “Will 
it cause a spike in cases? We don't 
know, and I'm not sure it would 
be a good idea to find out.”
Branham Assistant Princi-

pal Nikita Shah believes that 
the school is prepared to for a 
post-mandate environment, as 
COVID-19 cases are steady 
even after students came back 
from vacation this week.
She also understands the 

reasoning behind why some 
students want the mandate 
to continue, including medi-
cal conditions, at-risk family 
members, or personal safety.
“I do see the challenges for 

students who will need that in 
place,” she said. 
Other than COVID-19, Shah 

reminds the students that if 
they have the flu or are sick, the 
students should stay home like 
pre-pandemic times. 
“Nobody wants a cold any-

more," she said. "If you're feel-
ing symptoms, stay home.
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Students out sick at the start of the semester are falling behind in their classes, 
and say the inconsistency of online resources has made it difficult to catch up 

SARA DEDIU
Staff Writer
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Five days at home in quarantine was what 
junior Ryan Walters had to endure when 

he tested positive for COVID-19 over Win-
ter Break. One of the first things that crossed 
his mind was how long it would take to make 
up all of his school work.
“At first it hit me like a bunch of bricks,” he 

said. “I'm trying to pick up where I left off, 
but I'm finding that pretty difficult to do es-
pecially since I've been hampered with a lot of 
assignments.” 
Walters would spend two hours each day 

while recovering to try and catch up with his 
workload, which includes three AP classes. 
He said that even though his classmates sent 
him the classwork, he ended up being so be-
hind that he spent more time trying to un-
derstand the material than actually doing the 
work. For AP Physics specifically, homework 
even as simple as textbook problems were te-
dious and took a while for Walters because it 
was hard for him to understand the topics.
“It was all a mental game,” he said. 
Walters is one of hundreds of Branham 

students who have had to miss school due to 
illness because of the COVID safety policy, 
widening a pre-existing learning gap already 
created by the long-term effects of the pan-
demic and online schooling. 
Their absence, combined with what they say 

is the inconsistency of updated homework 
resources on Canvas, has compounded their 
headache as they try to catch up.
With the second semester's six-week grad-

ing window just finished, grades for many 
students are anticipated to be lower than they 
expected.
In an early February survey of 247 Bear 

Witness readers 64% of the 247 surveyed said 
that missing school due to quarantining has 
impacted their grades. Some who responded 
say that their mental health has plummeted.

Keeping up with Canvas
In the CDC’s reports, the omicron now ac-

counts for 95.4% of total COVID cases and 
has caused the peak countrywide COVID 
cases (954,009) to surpass delta’s peak last 
year (294,008).
The first few weeks of school have meant a 

slew of absences districtwide, with nearly 15% 
of teachers and almost 11% of students absent 
on the first day back.
Sophomore Senja Lancaster was out of 

school for one week due to obtaining the 
virus. Her decreasing grades and missing as-
signments were problematic for her as she is 
generally an A and B student. 
“It was really bad,” Lancaster says. “I came 

back to school with Cs, Ds, and Fs.”
Lancaster said she did the best that she could 

to complete her work and she appreciated cer-
tain teachers doing their best to update Can-
vas, however, she had no way of viewing what 

she missed for other classes. 
Not all teachers posted assignments or daily 

agendas, making it hard for Lancaster to learn 
the material. 
“There was nothing I could do back at 

home,” Lancaster said. “It was really stressful 
to know what I was coming back into.”
Sophomore Maddie Palmer was in the same 

situation as Lancaster; she was not in school 
for 10 days due to COVID-19. Her grades 
dropped, causing her “a lot of stress” because 
she “could not complete all the work being 
done in class.”
When students are unable to attend school 

due to COVID, they don’t know what is being 
done in class and therefore cannot complete 
the work. 
“Teachers gave me a little more time to com-

plete assignments, but they all kind of just ex-
pected me to do the work,” Palmer says. 
Palmer said it would have made a big dif-

ference had teachers “reached out to kids and 
update them” on what is being done in class.
Though Canvas served as a resource for stu-

dents missing work, updating and keeping 
track of all students may have been difficult 
for teachers.
On Jan. 14, 11.5% of staff members and 

10.4% of students were absent the entire day, 
7.8% of students  due to illness. From Jan. 11 
to Jan. 21,  102 students from Branham had 
to miss at least one day of school due to a pos-
itive COVID test.
The numbers have dropped since their peak 

in early January, so that at the end of the 
month, the district stopped sending daily up-
dates of absences among staff members and 
students.

COVID policy changes
If a student tests positive, they are not al-

lowed on campus for a minimum of five days 
from the date of their test results, or latest 
symptoms if they are not asymptomatic. 
However, the students within close contact 

of a positive student will no longer get a con-
tact tracing notice from the office. Instead, 
they are encouraged to get tested weekly at 
school. 
This is good news for Branham assistant 

principal Nikita Shah who with district nurse 
Debra Phalen has been in charge of manag-
ing the COVID situations in the school, since 
the end of contract tracing means her busy 
workload has lightened up. 
“It feels like a big responsibility,” Shah 

said about her role, which includes sending 
COVID exposure notifications to staff and 
to families. “Because there’s always a level of 
anxiety to make sure you’re doing things right, 
first of all. I’m very lucky to work with people 
who keep asking me how they can help me.” 
Shah also said that she was grateful for the 

new CDC guidelines, in which students are 
recommended to stay home and isolate at 
least five days, instead of 10 days. 
“I am glad that the CDC has changed a lot 

of the recommendations so that students who 
are able to are coming back, this time soon-

er,” she said. “I know that’s still controversial, 
but for students who are not positive, are not 
contagious, I’m glad that they have the oppor-
tunity to come back sooner.”

Learning gap
Despite the eased guidelines, factors such as 

not being present for lectures and missing im-
portant information are still contributing to 
the educational gap. Learning from home can 
be especially hard for those with symptoms, 
such as senior Valentina Coronel.
“I’m sick so it's hard to get the work done,” 

said Coronel, who had to spend the early part 
of the semester at home.
Challenges with online schooling like Cor-

onel’s have become more common with the 
emergence of the omicron variant. 
Despite the surge of omicron and the uncer-

tainty that came with it at the time, the Santa 
Clara County Office of Education and the 
Santa Clara County Public Health Depart-
ment announced in January their intentions 
to keep schools in-person.
“Remote learning does not support student 

mental health, emotional health, and academ-
ic well-being the way that in-person learning 
does,” said Dr. Sara Cody, the Santa Clara 
County Public Health Director in a press re-
lease. 
Though assignments and class resources are 

expected to be shared through Canvas, im-
plementation has not been consistent among 
teachers, who also been struggling to 
However, returning students still struggle to 

balance the workload of all their classes while 
catching up, and teachers like Chelsea Fol-
lett have noticed. Follett, who teaches three 
English classes, including two AP Literature, 
said that on average she has five students from 
all of her classes, but the number has gone as 
high as 18. She explained that it can be diffi-
cult to get her students up to speed. 
“That's been really challenging, trying to 

help students prioritize what the most im-
portant work is that they should be doing,” 
she said. “And there's not always an obvious 
answer to that. So that's been kind of tricky.” 
Despite teacher efforts, as Branham goes 

deeper into the second semester, homework 
will start to pile up, especially for students out 
with COVID. Walters thinks the learning gap 
will widen for those out sick as the semester 
progresses.
“I feel for a lot of students, especially the 

ones who are out right now,” he said. “The 
work is starting to pile up. I was lucky that I 
missed only the first couple of weeks.”
With the omicron variant waning in the past 

few weeks, California lifted its mask mandates 
for vaccinated people Feb. 15. As off press 
time, Santa Clara County is the only county 
in the Bay Area left with a mask mandate.
Though the story outside school gates has 

changed, students will still need to wear 
masks indoors for the foreseeable future.

Additional reporting by Abbey Rhodes
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DISTRICTWIDE STUDENT AND STAFF ABSENCES | Since the start of school Jan. 6 until Jan. 31, the district communicated daily tallies of absences, keeping note of changes in COVID policy, testing and mask distribution. 

Source: CUHSD

“There was 
nothing I could 
do back at 
home. It was 
really stres-
sful to know 
what I was 
coming back 
into.”
Sophomore Senja Lan-
caster, who missed one 
week of school due to 
contracting COVID-19.

“For stu-
dents who 
are not posi-
tive, are not 
contagious, 
I’m glad that 
they have 
the oppor-
tunity to 
come back 
sooner.”
Vice principal Nikita 
Shah, on the shor-
tened quarantine 
period

Why online 
schooling isn't 
an option

Most Bear Witness 
readers are in favor of 
a temporary return to 
remote learning due 
to the rise of omicron 
COVID cases, in spite 
of the district and 
the county education 
officials favoring 
in-person learning.

A Bear Witness 
online poll showed 
that 61% of readers 
preferred to go 
remote learning for 
at least one week, 
39% preferred to stay 
in-person, while 8% 
said they preferred to 
go online for the rest 
of the school year.

Citing costs to 
student mental 
health during the 
last shutdown, the 
Santa Clara County 
Office of Education 
recommended going 
in-person in their 
statement to the 
community, and 
urged public schools 
to remain open unless 
there is not enough 
staff available.

Testing, testing
Instead, Superin-

tendent Dr. Robert 
Bravo and health 
officials are turning 
to more COVID testing 
protocols and other 
measures such as 
issuing KN95 masks to 
all staff on a biweekly 
basis. The county is 
also anticipating new 
guidance from the 
state Department of 
Health.

Principal Cheryl 
Lawton said she 
supported the district 
and the county’s 
move to retain in-per-
son learning, saying 
vaccines the effective-
ness of vaccination 
has outweighed the 
need for distance 
learning.

“A year ago, I 
would’ve said yes to 
distance learning,” she 
said. “But with vac-
cines available and all 
the evidence showing 
that those vaccinated 
are pretty safe, things 
are different now.”

— Alli Wang

“With vacci-
nes availa-
ble ... things 
are different 
now.”
Principal Cheryl 
Lawton, on why 
school wasn't online 
during surge.




