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August 18, 2021 
 
A message to the Shrewsbury Public School Committee: 
 
Please excuse my absence from this meeting but I am attending a wedding on Cape Cod. The 
issues of how to mitigate the risk of COVID-19 Delta Variant spread upon the reopening of our 
schools for the fall semester are critically important to me and the Worcester Division of Public 
Health (WDPH) where I serve as Medical Director and Chief Pandemic Information Officer. 
 
Let me describe what we know.  
 
The Delta Variant is the prevalent mutation of the original COVID-19 virus that we battled for 
over 16 months since January 2020. But since May, Delta has risen in incidence to now comprise 
>90% of the isolates seen in the Commonwealth. It is 2X more transmissible than last year’s 
version, and similar in transmissibility to Chicken pox, the 2nd most transmissible childhood 
virus behind measles. Delta preys on the unvaccinated; that is why the states with the lowest 
vaccination levels are having the worst epidemics. It builds up such high levels of virus in the 
nostrils that even vaccinated people can get breakthrough infections, though these are still 
relatively uncommon (10K case out of 4.4 mil vaccinated people). If you are vaccinated and get 
one of these breakthrough infections, we have learned 2 critical things:  
 

1) 92% of the time you will have a mild case and not need hospitalization. 
 

2) A person can be asymptomatic and spread the virus even if you are vaccinated. 
 
This change in knowledge led to the change in recommendation on indoor masking. Since we 
know how effective the 3W’s (Wear your mask, Wash your hands, Watch your distance) were in 
curtailing the spread of COVID-19 last year, the WDPH feels emphatically that since the 
children under age 12 are unvaccinated and many children age 12 and up remain unvaccinated, 
anything less than a mask for all indoors policy will expose the children to tremendous risk for 
acquiring the virus.  
 
Unlike spring 2020 or holiday season 2020-21, the Delta variant is not just causing mild cold-
like symptoms in children. The situation in Florida, where vaccine rates are low and case 
numbers are almost 20K/day, about 25% of all the cases nationally shows us how the Pediatric 
hospitals are being flooded with Delta variant pediatric COVID-19 cases, many requiring ICU 
care. 
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We therefore made the recommendation to the Worcester Public School Committee that indoor 
masks for all students, employees and teachers be the first line of defense against the spread of 
Delta. The School Committee voted to adopt this recommendation.  Since DESE has not given a 
virtual option this year, it is imperative to keep the incidence of outbreaks at a minimum. 
 
One last comment. Vaccines in arms in the end are the way out of this current surge. We are so 
fortunate that the vaccines are effective against the Delta variant. But the longer the unvaccinated 
in the community provide a ready population for the Delta to propagate, the more likely that a 
new and more deadly, possible vaccine-resistant variant will come along. That is why we must 
talk to our unvaccinated family members, neighbors and friends and appeal to everyone to get 
the vaccination.  
 
Obviously, we need to await FDA approval for the children 11 years old and under, but the 12 
year olds and up kids should all be vaccinated. The vaccine has proven to be safe and effective. 
In cohorts where the % of vaccinated people are >80% first responders and long-term care 
facility dwellers, the incident of infection has been very low. Virtually no one getting 
hospitalized for COVID-19 is vaccinated. We hear FDA formal approval for the vaccine is 
imminent, and approval for kids under 12 will follow in early November. There will be a big 
campaign to vaccinate our school age kids the moment that approval becomes real. 
 
So, in conclusion, we realize that people are weary of this pandemic. We realize that anti-
vaccination and anti-mask folks are angered by mandates. We also know that amongst the 
vaccinated there is a resentment building about the unvaccinated being the substrate upon which 
Delta variant is wreaking havoc and causing more restrictions on everyone.  Let us channel all 
this negative energy into the efforts to make school live, in-person and meaningful for the great 
majority of the student body.  
 
Respectfully, 
 
Michael P. Hirsh, MD 
Medical Director, City of Worcester 
Pediatric Trauma Surgeon, UMass Memorial Healthcare  
 


