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Case, Close Contact, Indirect Contact

To understand the continuum of health concern for members of the public regarding 
the contracting of COVID-19, the Pandemic Recovery Framework uses the terms Case, 
Close Contact, and Indirect Contact to mean the following within a pandemic context:

 � Case: A Case refers to a person who tests positive

 � Close Contact: A Close Contact refers to a person who is within 6 feet of a 
confirmed case for more than 15 minutes, regardless of face covering use. 

 � Indirect Contact: Indirect Contacts are people who may have been in proximity 
to a Close Contact  

Case Indirect
Contact

Close
Contact

Cases and Contact Tracing in the School Community

Table 1: Steps to Take in Response to Confirmed or Suspected COVID-19 Cases  
and Close Contacts to Known COVID-19 Cases

Scenario Immediate Actions

Scenario 1: A student or 
staff member either exhibits 
COVID-19 symptoms, answers 
“yes” to a health screening 
question, or has a temperature 
of 100.4°F or above

• Send home
• Recommend testing (If positive, see Scenario 3; if negative,  

see Table 2)
• School/classroom remain open

Scenario 2: A family member 
of a student or staff member 
OR someone in close contact 
with a student or staff member 
(outside the school community) 
tests positive for COVID-19

• Send home
• Contacts should be quarantined for 14 days from the last 

exposure to the case
• Testing can be considered but will not shorten quarantine.  

One cannot test out of quarantine. See Testing of Close Contacts 
section for details.

• School/classroom remain open
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Scenario Immediate Actions

Scenario 3: A student or 
staff member tests positive for 
COVID-19

•  The school Principal or designee must immediately 
notify SMC CD Control

• Case should be isolated and excluded from school until at least 
10 days have passed since symptoms first appeared AND at least 
1 day (24 hours) have passed since the last fever without the use 
of fever-reducing medications AND symptoms have improved.

 ○ If the case has not had any symptoms and remains 
symptom-free during his/her isolation period, the case still 
needs to wait until 10 days have passed since the positive 
sample was collected before resuming normal activities.

 ○ If the case is initially asymptomatic and develops symptoms 
during his/her isolation period, then the case should be 
isolated and excluded from school until at least 10 days 
have passed since symptoms first appeared AND at least 
24 hours have passed since the last fever without the use of 
fever-reducing medications AND symptoms have improved.

•  Quarantine and exclude the affected cohort/pod for 
14 days after the last day the case was present at school while 
infectious. Specific questions should be directed to SMC CD 
Control.

• Testing of contacts can be considered. See Testing of Close 
Contacts section for details.

• Thorough cleaning and disinfecting of classroom and primary 
spaces where case spent significant time

• Other cohorts/pods continue in-person instruction. I.e., the 
entire school does not need to close.

Table 2: Steps to Take in Response to Negative Test Results

Scenario Immediate Actions

A symptomatic student or 
staff member tests negative 
for COVID-19 and was a 
household contact to a case

• Student/staff must remain in quarantine for a full 14 days after 
the COVID-19 positive household member completes his/her 
isolation. One cannot test out of quarantine.

A symptomatic student or 
staff member tests negative 
for COVID-19 and was a 
non-household close 
contact to a case

• Student/staff must remain in quarantine for a full 14 days after the 
date of last exposure. One cannot test out of quarantine.
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Scenario Immediate Actions

A symptomatic student or 
staff member tests negative for 
COVID-19 without close 
contact to a known case

• Student/staff may return to school based on the diagnosis and 
instructions given by the healthcare provider OR if at least 24 
hours have passed since the last fever without the use of fever- 
reducing medication AND symptoms have improved.

Scenario Immediate Actions

An asymptomatic student 
or staff member tests negative 
for COVID-19 and was a 
household contact to a case

• Student/staff must remain in quarantine for a full 14 days after 
the COVID-19 positive household member completes his/her 
isolation. One cannot test out of quarantine.

An asymptomatic student 
or staff member tests negative 
for COVID-19 and was a 
non-household close 
contact to a case

• Student/staff must remain in quarantine for a full 14 days after the 
date of last exposure. One cannot test out of quarantine.

An asymptomatic student 
or staff member tests negative 
for COVID-19 without close 
contact to a case

• Can return to school/work immediately.

Scenario Immediate Actions

A symptomatic student or 
staff member who is not a 
close contact to a known 
COVID-19 case tests negative 
for COVID-19 after Scenario 1

• Student/staff may return to school based on the diagnosis and 
instructions given by the healthcare provider OR if at least 24 
hours have passed since the last fever without the use of fever- 
reducing medication AND symptoms have improved.

A symptomatic or asymptomatic 
student or staff member who 
is a close contact to a known 
COVID-19 case tests negative 
after Scenario 2

•  Student/staff must remain in quarantine for a full 14 days after the 
date of last exposure. If ongoing contact between the case and 
the contact is unavoidable, then quarantine should be extended 
through 14 days after the date the COVID-19 positive case 
completes his/her isolation.
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Scenario Immediate Actions

A staff member tests negative 
after routine surveillance 
testing (no symptoms and no 
close contact to a confirmed 
COVID-19 case)

• Can return to school/work immediately.

 
Response to Suspected or Confirmed Cases and Close Contacts 

Suspected COVID-19 Case(s): 

In general practice, if students, teachers, and staff present with fever, respiratory 
infection, or other COVID-19 symptoms, send them home immediately. Separate them 
from others in an isolation room established on campus until they go home. 

 � Plan ahead with the Principal, nurses, and other healthcare providers (if 
any) to identify an isolation room or area to separate anyone who exhibits 
COVID-19 symptoms during the school day. 

 � Symptomatic contacts should be tested immediately. If asymptomatic 
contacts are tested, they should not be tested until at least four days after 
exposure to the case. Require that parents/guardians and staff notify the 
Principal/school administration immediately if the student or staff tests 
positive for COVID-19. 

 � Students or staff who are not already wearing a face covering and are now 
exhibiting symptoms should immediately wear one and wait in an isolation 
area until they can be transported home or to a healthcare facility. For serious 
illness, call 9-1-1 without delay. 

 ○ Keep students who are waiting to be picked up in a previously designated 
isolation room in an area that others do not enter or pass through. Make 
sure that students keep their face coverings on. 

 ○ If possible and safe, when parents or guardians arrive to pick up a sick 
student, have the student meet them outside instead of allowing the 
parents or guardians into the building. 

 � Close off areas used by any sick person and do not use before thoroughly 
cleaning and disinfecting. To reduce the risk of exposure, ideally wait 24 
hours before cleaning and disinfecting. If it is not possible to wait 24 hours, 
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wait as long as practicable. Ensure a safe and correct application of  
disinfectants with proper EPE and ventilation. 

 � Find alternative locations for students and teachers whose regular classroom 
is being cleaned or disinfected.

Confirmed COVID-19 Case(s):

San Mateo County Health recommends school administrators take the following steps  
if one student, teacher, or other staff member is confirmed positive for COVID-19:

 � The school Principal or designee should immediately notify SMC CD Control 
of any positive COVID-19 case.

 � District designee will notify the Office of the County Superintendent.

 � School and district staff will communicate with the infected individual to 
confirm they are under medical care and have a plan to self-isolate according 
to the CDC’s protocol. 

 � Confirm that other members of the household who are also part of the school 
community remain at home in self-quarantine per County Health guidelines. 

 � Notify staff and families of the affected cohort/pod of the positive COVID-19 
case while maintaining confidentiality as required by state and federal laws. 
Quarantine and exclude the affected cohort/pod for 14 days after the last 
day the case was present at school while infectious. Information concerning 
confidentiality can be found here. 

 � Close off areas used by any sick person and do not use before thoroughly 
cleaning and disinfecting. To reduce the risk of exposure, ideally wait 24 
hours before cleaning and disinfecting. If it is not possible to wait 24  
hours, wait as long as practicable. Ensure a safe and correct application of 
disinfectants with proper PPE and ventilation. Keep disinfectant products 
away from students.

 � Find alternative locations for students and teachers whose regular classroom 
is being cleaned or disinfected. 

 � Advise sick staff members and students with confirmed COVID-19 not to 
return to school until they have met the discontinuation of home isolation 
criteria, usually at least 10 days after symptoms first appeared and 1 day 
(24 hours) after recovery, defined as resolution of fever without the use of 

General Planning 
Assumptions

https://studentprivacy.ed.gov/sites/default/files/resource_document/file/FERPA%20and%20Coronavirus%20Frequently%20Asked%20Questions.pdf


46 • San Mateo County Coalition for Safe Schools and Communities • November 9, 2020

fever-reducing medications if fever was present and improvement in other 
symptoms. 

 � Because a test can remain positive long after an individual is no longer 
infectious, proof of a negative test should not be required prior to returning to 
the workplace after documented COVID-19 infection.

 � Currently, SMCH is not recommending retesting previously positive 
asymptomatic individuals for 90 days from initial positive diagnosis. In 
previously positive, newly symptomatic individuals, SMCH recommends 
a provider evaluation and ruling out everything else before testing for 
COVID-19 is repeated if within 90 days.

 � Determine whether disinfecting measures can be implemented without 
temporarily closing the school campus or if temporary closure is necessary.

Close contacts to confirmed COVID-19 Case(s):

San Mateo County Health recommends school administrators take the following steps 
if one student, teacher or staff member is confirmed to have been in close contact with 
someone who is confirmed positive for COVID-19: 

 � Close contacts (household or non-household) of confirmed COVID-19 cases 
should be sent home. Because one cannot test out of quarantine, they should, 
even if they test negative, remain in quarantine for a full 14 days after

1.  date of last exposure to COVID-19 positive non-household contact OR 

2.  date that COVID-19 positive household member completes his/her 
isolation.

 � While a negative test will not shorten the duration of quarantine, students 
or staff with close contact to a confirmed case should be encouraged to get 
tested to help inform appropriate isolation/quarantine periods. 

 � Take immediate measures to sanitize and disinfect the school property 
impacted by the Close Contact. 

 � There is no need to document evidence of a Close Contact with County Health, 
but continue to consult with the County Superintendent and County Health 
officials as needed. 

 � Maintain privacy of health and medical information for all individuals at all 
times per the ADA and FERPA laws. 
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 � Prevent discrimination against students who (or whose families) were or are 
diagnosed with COVID-19. 

 � No actions need to be taken for persons who have not had direct contact with 
a confirmed COVID-19 case but were contacts to a contact. For example, if a 
student is under quarantine due to contact with a household member who is a 
confirmed case, the student’s cohort can continue with in-person instruction. 

 � Those who test positive should not return until they have met criteria to 
discontinue home isolation (see box above for Confirmed COVID-19 Case(s)).

Return to Campus Criteria:

 � Symptomatic individuals who test positive for COVID-19 should not return 
until they have met the discontinuation of home isolation criteria, usually  at 
least 10 days after symptoms first appeared and at least 1 day (24 hours) after 
recovery, defined as resolution of fever without the use of fever- reducing 
medications if fever was present and improvement in other symptoms. 

 � Asymptomatic individuals who test positive for COVID-19 can usually return 
10 days after the collection date of their positive test result. 

 � Symptomatic individuals who test negative for COVID-19 can usually return 
24 hours after resolution of symptoms as long as they were not contacts to a 
known case of COVID-19. 

 � Anyone (symptomatic or asymptomatic) who tests negative for COVID-19 and 
who is a non-household close contact or a household contact to a confirmed 
case of COVID-19 should not return to campus until completion of a full 
14-day quarantine after

1. date of last exposure to COVID-19 positive non-household close contact 
or

2. date that COVID-19 positive household member completes his/her 
isolation.

See San Mateo County Health’s website for complete information in responding to 
cases and close contacts in the school community. 

Table Definitions 
A close contact is defined as a person who was less than 6 feet from a case for more than 
15 minutes regardless of whether a face covering was worn. In some school situations, it 
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may be difficult to determine whether individuals have met this criterion and an entire 
cohort, classroom, or other group may need to be considered exposed, particularly if 
people have spent time together indoors.

A cohort is a stable group with fixed membership that stays together for all courses and 
activities (e.g., lunch, recess, etc.) and avoids contact with other persons or cohorts.

Communication Structure  
The communication structure in the Appendix has been developed with San Mateo 
County Health to manage communication between schools and the health department 
concerning cases of COVID-19 in school communities.  
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