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February 2, 2021 

  
  
Dear Dr. Stephens and BUSD colleagues, Mayor Arreguin, State Assemblywoman Wicks, State 
Senator Skinner and Governor Newsom:  
 
 
We write to you today as Berkeley families and as public health and medical professionals. Since 
last March, many of us have been working on the frontlines of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
have firsthand and extensive experience with this disease: how to protect against it, and its 
mental and physical health impacts. We come to you now to ask that you make every effort to 
open our public schools to full-time in-person education as soon as the public health officer 
permits. Opening in the next few weeks will require open communication, flexibility and most 
importantly, the will to overcome challenges. We share our perspective, in firm belief that the 
learning loss and mental health crisis we are witnessing compels urgent action.  
 
As physicians, scientists, and public health professionals, we rely heavily on research evidence to 
guide our practice. Early on in this pandemic, in the presence of a novel pathogen, we assumed 
that children would be primary drivers of the virus. In that setting, school closures seemed 
prudent. This assumption was later disproved, and it is now clear that, with the appropriate safety 
measures in place, schools can, in fact, safely provide in-person instruction.  
 
Many schools across the nation have been open for months and we have the opportunity to learn 
from their experiences. These data include similarly-funded public districts with disease 
prevalence higher than our own, and classrooms with similar numbers of children. Schools that 
have reopened successfully have implemented universal masking, basic hand hygiene, classroom 
ventilation, and increased physical distance to three feet in circumstances where children are 
static such as desk time and eating. What is not required for a safe school environment is: 
vaccination, universal child COVID testing, and keeping children six feet apart at all times or 
extensive infrastructural changes, even to the older schools in our district. Based on the BUSD 
dashboard, our TK-6 schools have already prepared for opening and have met the required 
precautions to reopen safely once community prevalence rates decrease to less than 25/100,000 
for five days.  
 
As healthcare workers, we understand well the fear of potential COVID infection and 
transmission to our families and other loved ones. Thankfully, we have extensive collective 
experience in witnessing the efficacy of universal masking even in some of the riskiest clinical 
environments, including older buildings without effective ventilation and in prolonged contact 
with unmasked patients. We are eager to offer our collective experience in risk mitigation to 



support school reopening, to speak with any of your staff or colleagues at the teacher’s union, 
city, state or elsewhere to share the science and discuss how to effectively protect teachers and 
students.  
 
While even the best mitigation measures cannot guarantee absolute safety at schools, it is also 
starkly clear that isolating all children at home is also not safe. Every day, we are seeing more 
children with serious mental illness. Reports from Nevada and elsewhere are showing a 
significant increase in the number of children dealing with acute mental health crises, suicidal 
thoughts and eating disorders stemming from depression, anxiety, and social isolation. UCSF 
Benioff Children’s Hospital Oakland, our local children’s hospital, has seen an approximate 
doubling of the number of children needing mental health services from 2019 to 2020, and a 
75% increase in the number of children brought in for emergency mental health services that 
required immediate hospitalization. Similarly, their data show a 130% increase in the number of 
adolescents hospitalized for eating disorders. Our area child psychiatry beds are full and children 
are waiting days in the emergency room to be admitted to residential facilities. And to put it 
candidly, those that come to our offices and our emergency rooms may be the lucky ones that are 
reaching help.   
 
In public health and medicine, there are always trade-offs between one risk and another. We by 
no means underestimate the risk that children and teachers may face from leaving their homes. 
We want you to be accountable to feedback from teachers and families to ensure that all 
mitigation measures are appropriately met. We support continued virtual accommodations for 
medically vulnerable families and teachers. However, for the vast majority of students, the 
benefits of in-person school greatly outweigh the risks. The learning losses, the negative mental 
health sequelae, the increasing inequity, and the social breakdown our children are living through 
are no longer a questionable future prospect; they are a stark current reality. We are witnessing a 
sentinel event unfold before us. 
 
We implore you to make every effort to reopen schools now, with the clear goal of having kids 
TK through 12th grade back in school five days a week before the end of the school year. 
Specifically:  

• Commit fully to reopening schools for in-person instruction. This is crucial for 
shifting the conversation into the phase of how to effectively offer both in-person 
and virtual options and for mobilizing support to meet the needs it will require.  
 

• Initiate open meetings with our teachers and teachers’ unions and parents to come 
to agreement. We need consensus and leading this process must be your first 
priority. 

 
• Enforce public health recommendations and guidelines to open schools as the 

CDC, CDPH and additional public health guidelines dictate. Commit to 
transparency and accountability so that teachers and families know and can trust 
that their safety needs will be met.  

 



• Promote equity and good science in your own communications rather than giving 
equal time to various political or fear-based views. Take a strong stand for your 
students and your community.  

Our children are watching to see if we will live up to the values we espouse. Their future, and the 
future of public education in Berkeley, depends on our ability to do so.  
 
 
Sincerely,  
  
Aaron Andalman, PhD 

Lela Bachrach, MD, MS 

Cheryl Baggeroer, MD 

Runa Basu, D.O. 

Amy Berlin, MD 

Vijay Bhandari, MD, MS 

Caitlin Bilotti, MD 

Emily Birenbaum, MD 

Hannah Boal, MD 

Ethan Bodle, MD, MPH 

Jennifer Bodnick, MD 

Jennifer Breckler, PhD 

Anna Bretan, BSN   

Paula Brinkley, MD MPH FAAP 

Sweena Burroughs, FNP MPH 

Annie Callahan, PA-C, MPH 

Carrie Cangelosi, LCSW 

Kimberly Casey DVM 

Kimberly Ceci, MD, MPH 

Christina Chavez-Johnson, MD 

Kris Chiles, MD 

Justin Chin, DO 

Rebecca Citron, MD 

Melissa Clark, MD 

Cate Claus, MD 

Ashly Cooper, BSN, CHPN, RN 

Justin Davis, MD MPH 

Suzanne Delbanco, Ph.D., MPH 

Erika Deraleau, MD 

David Doostan, MD 

Jacqueline Erbe, MPH 

Judith Fairchild, PT, DPT  

Jennifer Firestone, MD 

Jill Foley, MD 

Annemary Franks, MD 

Julie Freedman, MD 

Ben Gerhardstein, MPH 

Katya Gerwein, MD 

Amy Gordon, MD 

John Grant MD 

Moses Graubard, MD 

Vibha Gupta, MD  

Amal Harrati, PhD 

Jennifer Harris, MD 

Rohini J. Haar, MD MPH 

William L. Haar, MPH, MSW 

Jennifer Henry, ND 

Zena Herman, FNP 



Cheryl Lynn Horton, MD 

Meg Jett, DO 

Colleen Johnson, MD 

Tia Kadri , MD 

Neha Kamdar, MD 

Annie Kaplan, MD 

Seth Kaufman, MD 

Sarah Kennedy, MD 

Zeenat Khan, MD 

Fred Kimura, MD 

Benjamin King, MD 

Phuoc V. Le, MD, MPH 

Olivia Lang, MD, MS 

Nicole Learned, MD 

Wrenn Levenberg, MD 

David Levinson, MD 

Leanna W. Lewis, LCSW 

Elena O. Lingas, DrPH, MPH 

Suzanne Lippert, MD, MS 

Mike Lynn, MD 

Pia MacDonald, PhD, MPH, CPH 

Abby Maimon, Psyd  

Chloe Le Marchand, MD, MPH 

Jessica Marks, RN 

Kate McGlashan, MSN, CNM 

Katrina Michel, MD 

Daphne Miller MD  

Saam Morshed, MD PhD MPH 

John Mullen, BSN 

Charles Murphy, MD, MAS 

Shelby Murphy, MD, MS 

Jack Newman, PhD 

Jaleh Niazi, MD, MS 

Jeanne Noble, MD, MA 

Ted Obbard, PsyD 

Christine O’Brien, MD 

Jenny Parma, DO 

Janet Perlman, MD, MPH 

Dan Pine, MD 

Kelly Quinley, MD 

Nooshin Razani, MD MPH 

Matthew Rehrer, MD 

Ronald Robinson MD 

Trang Robinson PharmD 

Nila Rosen, MPH 

Lorca Rossman, MD 

Rainbow Rubin, PhD MPH 

Caryn Rybczynski, MD 

Elizabeth Salsburg, MD, FAAP 

Sriram Samasunder, MD 

Neil Sachs, MD 

Tania Sadoun, MD 

Cynthia Lee Salinas, MD 

Jordan Sax, MD 

Dana Sax, MD 

Miriam Schultz, MD  

Derek Schumm, MD 

Andrea Seliner, LCSW 

Debbie Shrem, MPH 

Alan Siegel, MD 

Deborah Simon-Weisberg, MD 

Samuel Singer, MD MS 



Jennifer Singler, MD  

K. Whitney Smith, MD 

Aparajita Sohoni, MD 

Veronica Sood, MD 

Jessica Stanton, MD 

Nathan Stern MD 

Elizabeth Stewart, MD 

Kelley Stewart, FNP 

Shelene Stine, MD MPH 

Nicholas Stine, MD 

John Swartzberg, MD, FACP 

Terese Tatum, FNP 

Jenna Timm, MD 

Melanie Thomas, MD, MS 

Kier Van Remoortere, MD 

Lola Rossman, RN  

Karen Weidert, MPH 

Melissa Whippo, LCSW  

Eliza White, MD 

Doug White, MD 

Catherine Winarsky, B.Sc.(Pharm), MPH 

Lily Wolff, LCSW 

Samuel Woods MD 

Sara Woolf MD 

Tali Ziv, MD 

Ariel Zodhiates MD 

  
____________________________________________________________________________ 
  
  
In CC: 
  
Ty Alper, President  
tyalper@berkeley.net 
  
Ka’Dijah Brown, Vice President  
kadijahbrown@berkeley.net 
  
Julie Sinai, Clerk  
juliesinai@berkeley.net 
  
Laura Babitt, Director  
laurababitt@berkeley.net 

  
Ana Vasudeo, Director  
anavasudeo@berkeley.net 

  
Miles Miller, Student Director – BHS  
milesmiller@students.berkeley.net 
  
Ajeliya Phyunal, Student Director – BTA  
ajeliyaphnuyal@students.berkeley.net 
  



Matthew Meyers & BFT Officers 
Berkeley Federation of Teachers  
president@berkeleyteachers.org 
  
Vice President Janine Waddell, Berkeley Federation of Teachers 
vicepresident@berkeleyteachers.org 
  
Mayor of Berkeley, Jesse Arreguin 
JArreguin@cityofberkeley.info 
  
Vice-Mayor, City of Berkeley Lori Droste 
ldroste@cityofberkeley.info  
 
Dr. Lisa B. Hernandez, MD, MPH, Public Health Officer 
Lihernandez@cityofberkeley.info 
  
California State Assemblywoman Buffy Wicks 
Assemblymember.Wicks@assembly.ca.gov 
  
California State Senator Nancy Skinner 
Nancy.skinner@sen.ca.gov 
 
Governor Newsom 
c/o Ben Chida, Chief Deputy Cabinet Secretary 
ben.chida@gov.ca 
 
 

 


