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September 27, 2021 

 

To:  Erie County Physicians and Medical Practices  

 Erie County School Leaders and School District Superintendents  

 

The New York State Department of Health (NYSDOH) requires a negative COVID-19 NAAT test for preK-grade 12 

students and school staff to return to school or work following COVID-19-like symptoms.  

  

Our department has received comments from schools and physicians’ offices about the use of COVID-19 antigen tests for 

return to school. Two NYSDOH documents are linked below. To summarize, for return to school/return to work, schools 

may require an antigen test in lieu of a NAAT test when very specific criteria are met. Given the high COVID-19 

transmission in Erie County, current community capacity for COVID-19 NAAT tests, and NYSDOH guidance, Erie 

County schools should require COVID-19 NAAT tests for return to school/return to work.  

  

And, we want to underscore this, “The practice of accepting a negative antigen test result in a symptomatic person as a 

conclusive indication of the absence of COVID-19 infection is inconsistent with NYSDOH and CDC guidance.” In Erie 

County, the accepted standard of care is to obtain a COVID-19 NAAT test to assess for COVID-19 illness for pre-K to 12 

students and staff for return to school. 

 

ECDOH offers COVID-19 diagnostic tests that meet the NYSDOH standard for return to school or work, with results in 

1-3 days. Call 716-858-2929 to schedule with ECDOH. NYSDOH also lists test sites on its web site: 

https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/find-test-site-near-you.  

 

Documents cited below: the Interim NYSDOH Guidance for Classroom Instruction in P-12 Schools During the 2021-

2022 Academic Year, from September 2, 2021 

https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2021/09/school-guidance.pdf    AND  

Commissioner’s Determination on COVID-19 Testing Pursuant to 10 NYCRR 2.62 from September 2, 2021, which we 

have excerpted below. https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2021/09/2.62-determination.pdf 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Gale Burstein, MD, MPH, FAAP 

Erie County Commissioner of Health 
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From the Interim NYSDOH Guidance for Classroom Instruction in P-12 Schools During the 2021-2022 

Academic Year, from September 2, 2021 

https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2021/09/school-guidance.pdf  

  

Page 6 

According to the Commissioner’s testing determination issued pursuant to 10 NYCRR 2.62, all school students, 

teachers, and staff with new or worsening symptoms of COVID-19 must be excluded from school, regardless of 

vaccination status, and either (a) provide a negative COVID test result, or (b) remain excluded from school for a 

minimum of 10 calendar days from symptom onset, prior to returning to school. If student, teacher, or staff 

symptoms are improving AND they are fever-free for at least 24 hours without the use of fever reducing 

medicines, they may return to school with either a note from the healthcare provider indicating the test was 

negative OR a copy of the negative test result. Given the growing prevalence of breakthrough infections among 

vaccinated populations nationwide, there is no recommended exemption for symptomatic vaccinated people. 

Please refer to such determination for details on this testing requirement 
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From a related determination from September 2, 2021: Commissioner’s Determination on COVID-19 Testing 

Pursuant to 10 NYCRR 2.62 

https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2021/09/2.62-determination.pdf 

  

Special Requirements for Return to School Testing  

a. All school students, teachers, and staff with new or worsening symptoms of COVID-19 must be excluded from school, 

regardless of vaccination status, and either (a) provide a negative COVID test result, or  

(b) remain excluded from school for a minimum of 10 calendar days from symptom onset, prior to returning to school. If 

student, teacher, or staff symptoms are improving AND they are fever-free for at least 24 hours without the use of fever 

reducing medicines, they may return to school with either a note from the healthcare provider indicating the test was negative 

OR a copy of the negative test result. Given the growing prevalence of breakthrough infections among vaccinated populations 

nationwide, there is no recommended exemption for symptomatic vaccinated people.  

b. Nucleic acid amplification tests (known as NAATs, such as polymerase chain reaction, or PCR tests) are the most sensitive 

type of test available and the best option for ensuring that symptomatic people with COVID-19 are excluded from school. The 

Department expectation is that all schools require a negative NAAT result for people with new or worsening symptoms 

of COVID-19 to return to school. However, the Department recognizes that antigen tests are widely available and may 

produce results faster than NAATs; however, these tests are generally less sensitive than NAATs and can fail to detect cases of 

COVID-19 in symptomatic individuals. The Department further recognizes that in some circumstances the public health 

benefits of requiring a negative NAAT might be outweighed by the negative effects of lost educational opportunity while 

people are excluded from school pending the NAAT result. Therefore, when the following criteria apply, schools may require a 

negative antigen test result rather than a negative NAAT test result for people with new or worsening symptoms to return to 

school (in all other cases, a NAAT, such as PCR, may be required to return to school, along with meeting other requirements 

based on school policies and the specific situation, such as quarantine): 

i. The rates of COVID-19 in the county are low.  

ii. The school is not experiencing an active, ongoing outbreak.  

iii. The individual in question does not have known exposure to COVID-19, has not had a fever during the illness, and does not 

have symptoms that increase the likelihood that the illness is COVID-19 (i.e., loss of taste or smell).  

iv. Symptomatic individuals allowed to return to school with a negative antigen test must:  

• Meet other school or district requirements to attend school after illness,  

• Not have rhinorrhea (runny nose) or cough severe enough to make mask wear difficult or unhygienic, and  

v. The school or district has sought input from and discussed the risks and benefits of this option with parents, teachers, and the 

school community at large.  

vi. The school/district has educated families about:  

• The possibility of missing a case of COVID-19 using antigen tests and the possible preference for NAAT testing for reasons 

other than school attendance.  

• The advantages of keeping children with non-COVID-19 illnesses at home to prevent transmission of these illnesses to other 

children, who then would need COVID-19 testing, and  

• The practice of accepting a negative antigen test result in a symptomatic person as a conclusive indication of the 

absence of COVID-19 infection is inconsistent with NYSDOH and CDC guidance.  

c. Exceptions to the testing requirement set forth above include:  

i. Individuals with symptoms that are attributable to pre-existing medical conditions (e.g., migraines, allergies) and are not new 

or worsening do not require school exclusion; or  

ii. If the HCP provides a diagnosis of a known chronic condition with unchanged symptoms, or a confirmed acute illness 

(examples: laboratory-confirmed influenza, strep-throat) AND COVID19 is not suspected, then a note signed by their HCP 

explaining the alternate diagnosis is required before a student, teacher or staff member may be allowed to return to school. Such 

individuals may return to school according to the usual guidelines for that diagnosis. 
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