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Dear R.C. Mahar & School Union 73 Community: 

It is hard to believe that we are midway into August and in just a few short weeks we will welcome back 

students for the 2021-2022 school year. We are so happy that we will be welcoming all of our students 

back for in-person learning. However, even with this reality, we still are firmly aware that the COVID-19 

pandemic will continue to impact our staff, students, and families. 

While we are well aware of the frustration many are feeling due to the COVID-19 rules and restrictions, 

we are committed to moving forward.with guidelines that will allow us to keep staff and students as safe 

as possible while also educating our students in person without interruption. 

We know that many would like to lose the masks and return to normal as quickly as possible, but 

unfortunately, this is going to take more time. We know that there will be different approaches to health 

and safety in area public school districts, but at Mahar, Orange Elementary and Petersham Center 

School, we will return to indoor mask-wearing. Effective August 23, 2021, all students, staff, and 

visitors-regardless of vaccination status-must wear masks indoors while in any of the district's school 

buildings. Face-masks are not required: (1) when outside; or (2) when an individual works alone or in a 

segregated space. 

We know there will be more questions about the upcoming school year that will need to be answered in 

the coming weeks; please see the attached "Back to School FAQs" for some of the questions that we 

have answers for. We will be updating these FAQs as more information becomes available. 

The COVID-19 virus will continue to be a challenge that causes discouragement at certain times, but we 

will continue to focus on the positives like having everyone back together in person in the upcoming 

school year. 

I look forward to welcoming our staff and students back soon, and I hope you enjoy the rest of the 

summer. 

Sincerely, 

Superintendent of Schools 

"Soaring To Success" 
The Orange Elementary, Petersham and R.C. Mahar Regional School Districts ore Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Employers and do not 

discriminate on the basis of race, color, sex, gender identity, notional origin, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender, religion, disability or age. 
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R.C. Mahar & Union 73 Back-to-School FAQs August 2021 

What PK-12 health and safety protocols are being recommended now by health experts and key 

decision makers in light of the Delta variant of the virus? 

Here is a timeline and summary of the most recent guidance issued by the American Academy of 

Pediatrics (AAP), the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and the Massachusetts 

Department of Public Health (MA DPH) and elected and appointed State officials: 

• 7/19/2021: American Academy of Pediatrics recommends a "layered approach to make school safe for 

all students, teachers, and staff." The AAP's guidance "includes a recommendation that everyone older 

than age 2 wear masks, regardless of vaccination status." 

• 7/27/2021: The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) suggest a return to indoor 

mask-wearing in this CDC guidance, stating that the "CDC recommends universal indoor masking for all 

teachers, staff, students, and visitors to schools, regardless of vaccination status." 

• 7/30/2021: In collaboration with the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (MA DPH), the 

Commissioner of Education released this new guidance for PK-12 public schools. Governor Baker spoke 

in support of the Commissioner's recommendation later in the day. 

The guidance from the AAP, the CDC, and the MA DPH is inconsistent. What are the health and safety 

rules that R, C. Mahar and School Union 73 will follow in the upcoming school year? 

Governor Baker noted that Massachusetts has one of the highest vaccination rates in the country, which 

may account for the variation in the approach to back-to-school guidance. The simplest way to frame the 

health and safety protocols and expectations for the upcoming school year is this-Mahar, OES and PCS 

will start the school year the same way we ended it: 

1. Masks are required for all students and staff, vaccinated or unvaccinated, when indoors and on school 

buses. 

2. Outdoors is still the safest place to be. No masking is needed and physical distancing is encouraged 

when outdoors. 

I am vaccinated. Will I need to wear a mask in the upcoming school year? 

Yes. Consistent with the CDC's current guidance, all Mahar, OES & PCS students and staff, vaccinated and 

unvaccinated are required to wear well-fitting masks when they return to school in the fall. Effective 

August 23, 2021, all students, staff, and visitors-regardless of vaccination status-must wear masks 

indoors while in any of the district's school facilities. 

Face-masks are not required: 

(1) when outside; or (2) when an individual works alone or in a segregated space. 



My child is immunocompromised and in-person learning does not feel safe to me. Is there a remote 

option this year? 

Unfortunately, remote learning is no longer an option in the upcoming school year per the Commissioner 

of Education. Please refer to the DESE COVID-19 guidance issued on May 27, 2021, page 4: Districts will 

no longer be able to offer remote learning as a standard learning model. As noted above, districts and 

schools will be required to be in-person, full-time, five days a week this fall. Pathways that existed prior 

to the pandemic for offering virtual learning to individual students in limited cases will remain available 

to districts and schools. 

Why is R. C. Mahar and School Union 73 Schools not following the new masking guidance that was 

just issued from the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE)? 

We are following the advice of public health experts, including the American Academy of Pediatrics 

(AAP) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and our local Boards of Public Health. 

Our primary goal this year is to ensure that we have as much uninterrupted in-person learning as 

possible. Masking, along with other layered mitigation strategies, is one way to achieve this. 

Will we ever get to attend school without strict health and safety measures in place? 

We hope so. Right now our vaccination rate for students in grades 6-12 (students aged 12-19) is around 

49%. If we can get to 90%, we will advocate to remove the mask mandate. 

Will masks be required on school buses? 

Yes. Passengers and drivers must wear a mask on school buses. In addition, all R.C. Mahar and School 

Union 73 school buses must have windows open at least 4 inches at all times. For more information, 

here is the CDC's Order. Operators of school buses should refer to the U.S. Department of Education's 

COVID-19 Handbook. 

What are the current travel restrictions? Will I be able to travel out of state without a quarantine? 

Massachusetts COVID-19 Travel Guidance suggests that if you are vaccinated there are no restrictions on 

domestic travel, and you can travel freely. Here are the CDC's recommendations for unvaccinated 

people, including a viral test 3-5 days after and self-quarantine for a full 7 days after travel. Since children 

under the age of 12 are ineligible for a vaccine, we anticipate that many families will have questions 

about the rules. For example, someone may own a vacation home in New Hampshire where they have 

no contact with others and the rates of infection are lower than in some areas of Massachusetts. Do we 

require these individuals to quarantine under these circumstances? We ask all families and staff to follow 

the State's travel guidance. Qualifying special conditions include serious family emergencies/illnesses, 

deaths, and custody arrangements. If you have questions, please contact your principal or school nurse. 

If a student or staff member is sick and experiencing symptoms, such as fever, cough, runny nose, 

what should they do? 

School Personnel: If a staff member has any symptoms, they should call the absence line, report the 

symptoms to the school nurse, and stay home from school. Staff should follow up with their Health Care 

Providers for further evaluation and testing. They will be allowed to return to school based on their 

symptoms, further evaluation, and clearance from the School Nurse. Staff who become ill while at school 

will be sent home immediately. 

Students and Families: Before coming to school or getting on the bus: Families should assess their child's 

state of wellness before leaving home for school. It is expected that each family will assess each of their 

children every day. If the student has any symptoms of COVID-19, they should stay home from school. 

The family should notify their school nurse that the child will be absent and the reason for the absence. 

The school nurse will follow up with the family regarding the child's symptoms, when the child was seen 

by a medical professional, and any testing that was done. The child can return to school once cleared by 


