
August 17, 2021

Dear Joplin-area Boards of Education and Superintendents,

We would like to start by thanking you for your consideration and thoughtfulness in keeping our
children safe during these difficult times. We also applaud your performance last year, as the
COVID-19 numbers were low amongst school students and staff; this was made possible by
your policies and effort.

As we embark on the 2021-2022 academic year, we are writing to you to urge you to consider a
position of universal masking for the upcoming school year.

We agree with the guidance from the Centers For Disease Control and Prevention and the
American Academy of Pediatrics that in-person learning is preferable to virtual options for
schooling and feel it is imperative to achieve a full year of in-person education.1-2 However,
COVID-19-related outbreaks will result in school closures and quarantines, disrupting in-person
education.

We do not truly know the long-term effects from COVID-19, especially the Delta variant. With
COVID-19 cases last year, we saw children with prolonged issues that can present weeks to
months after initial infection, including heart, lung, kidney, blood vessel damage, and death.3 A
recent article in The Lancet found that four in 100 children hospitalized with COVID-19 may
develop long-term neurological complications at a much higher rate than adults.4

We currently know that the Delta variant is twice more contagious than the original COVID-19
strain and is now dominant in our community. Our local and regional hospitals have been
inundated with COVID-19 patients, including children. Currently, our ICU beds in the Joplin area
are at greater than 90% occupancy, mostly of unvaccinated COVID-19 patients. On August 16,
11 of the 52 new positive cases in Jasper County were in children under 19 years of age. This is
a strikingly high percentage of a preventable disease. Currently in Jasper County, 29.8% of the
population has initiated vaccination. In the state of Missouri, the current initiation rate of
vaccination for children ages 12 to 17 is 35.5%.5 These numbers are far below the numbers
needed for herd immunity in the population (vaccination rates around 70-80%), putting our
children at risk. Furthermore, there are no pediatric ICU beds in Joplin for children younger than
18; children will need to be airlifted to Kansas City or Springfield for care.



There are two ways to protect from COVID-19 infection: Masks and vaccination. Currently,
vaccination is only approved for children over 12 years of age. This leaves our youngest without
a way to protect themselves even if they are willing to receive the vaccine. Masks work to
reduce the spread of disease. Masks are a simple and cheap, lifesaving protective equipment.
Cloth masks have been shown to decrease transmission of respiratory droplets, the main way
COVID-19 is transmitted, by 50-70%.6-7 There is no strong evidence that masking harms adults
or children either psychologically or physically. With such a simple, cheap, safe and effective
way to protect our children, why would we not choose to have universal masking?

We have two examples from this past month. Neither school mandated masking. The Marion
School District in Arkansas currently has more than 1,400 students in quarantine after 140
positive cases. Superintendent Fenter agreed “If our students had been under the same mask
mandate that we administered last year, instead of 730 people quarantined. We would have had
42.” Similarly, in Florida, Brevard Public Schools have 470 COVID-19 cases and 1,060 students
and faculty in quarantine after only one week of school unmasked.

In order to protect children, two large school districts in our region, Springfield Public Schools
and Fayetteville Public Schools are both requiring masking for the school year. In addition, we
applaud the Joplin Area Catholic Schools for beginning their school year with a mask mandate,
and hope they will continue this as necessary.

To keep our kids in school and healthy, universal masking for Pre-K through grade 12 must be
required for all students, teachers, staff and visitors on the school campus no matter vaccination
status. This is consistent with both the most recent updated CDC guidance and guidance from
the AAP.

We would recommend the following policy:

Universal masking for all indoor activities. Exemptions due to underlying medical
conditions should be permitted with authorization from a licensed health care
professional. Mask policies are enforced according to the code of conduct and honor
code.. The policies should be reviewed as updated data are available.



Also, current CDC guidelines state that if someone is in direct contact (less than six feet
for more than 15 minutes and are unvaccinated) they should quarantine at home and may
be released with a negative COVID test on day seven. This is contrary to the guidelines
established by the Joplin School District, which allow the exposed student to return to
school wearing a mask if they exhibit no symptoms, or five days later with a negative test
without wearing a mask. We strongly urge you to follow CDC guidelines in this regard.

We hope that the board will look towards the data, science, and advice of health care
professionals and not succumb to the politicization and therefore, polarization that has occurred
since COVID-19 began. We understand that personal choice matters, but the boards have other
policies that go against it to save lives including a “nut-free” policy that occurs at many schools.
How is this any different?

Without universal masking, school outbreaks are inevitable due to COVID-19. Both the staff and
students will suffer if this occurs, and parents will have an added burden of teaching their kids in
a virtual environment. After-school activities, including sports, will suffer as well. This all could
be avoided with a universal masking policy. Why not protect our kids to the fullest?

We, the undersigned Joplin-area physicians, implore the Joplin-area school boards and
superintendents to implement universal masking for the start of the upcoming school year.

We also offer to sit with your board on a periodic basis to re-evaluate the current data and need
for masking protocols.

This letter has been addressed/sent to the following school boards: Joplin, Webb City, Carl
Junction, Carthage, Joplin Area Catholic Schools System, College Heights, Neosho, Seneca,
Thomas Jefferson Independent Day School, Galena, McDonald County, and East Newton.
Please let us know how we can help.



Samir Dalia MD—Hematologist Oncologist Mercy Hospital, Joplin (samir.dalia@mercy.net)
Heeral Shah MD—Ophthalmology, Joplin (heeralshahmd@gmail.com)
Amanda Harrell DO—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
(amharrell@freemanhealth.com)
Adam Fahrenholtz DO—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin (adam.fahrenholtz@gmail.com)
Nadine Aboul-Magd MD-Nephrology, Joplin
Charles Ro MD—General Surgeon, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Gulshan Uppal MD—Neurologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Atman Shah MD—Hematologist/Oncologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Natasha Uppal MD—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Ramesh R. Shah MD—Ophthalmology, Joplin
Nicole Sleiman MD—Infectious Disease, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Ahmed Abdoul-Magd, MD—Nephrologist, Joplin
Tony Saad MD—Critical Care Medicine, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Aleta Greathouse MD—Nephrology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Rangan Murali MD—Gastroenterology, Mercy Hospital, Joplin,
John Esch Jr MD—Orthopedic Surgeon, Freeman Hospital, Joplin,
Kalai Huff MD—Cardiothoracic Anesthesiologist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin,
Ahmed Badawi MD—Dermatology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Russell Kennedy DO—Family Medicine, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Namrata Susarla MD—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Iftikhar Ali MD—Internal Medicine, Joplin
Erin Kern DO—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
E.L. Jordan DO—Ophthalmology, Joplin
Mary Kennedy DO—Family Medicine, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Nauman Ashraf MD—Psychiatry, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Danny Liu MD—General Surgery, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Abdulmateen Nagaria MD—Nephrology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Heath Merkley MD—OB/GYN, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Raj Patel MD—Internal Medicine, Joplin
Krishnamraju Kosuru MD—Pediatrics, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Amir Anis MD—Hematologist Oncologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Suhasini Rallabandi MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Yasser Mokhtar MD—Critical Care, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Kenneth Watts MD—General Surgery, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Lindsay McClintick DO—Pediatrics, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Neerja Mariserla MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Ashley Broce DO—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Syed Anwar Ahmed MD—Pulmonary/Critical Care Physician, Mercy Hospital, Joplin



Justin Wilberding MD—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Jahan Zeb MD—Interventional Cardiologist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Amanda Dickerson MD—Pediatrics, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Byungsoo Ko MD—Interventional Cardiology, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Leslie Hamlett MD—Nephrologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Olakanmi Deleawe MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
John Cox MD—Cardiologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Ali Hammad MD—Cardiologist, Via Christi, Pittsburg
Paul Petry DO—Pediatrics, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Kelly Biddle DO—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Muhammad Muneeb MD—Nephrologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Dave Gupta MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Rama Challapalli MD—Nephrologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Justin Dillingham DO—Family Medicine, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Sharon Reuben MD—Nephrologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Michael Joseph MD—Allergy, Immunology, Rheumatology, Joplin
Ian Kaiser MD—Nephrologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Shazia Habib MD—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Bryan Barnes DO—Family Medicine, Joplin
Emily Keeslar DO—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
David Croy MD—Hematologist Oncologist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Cynthia Croy MD—Family Practice, Joplin
Jonathon Manzer MD—Family Medicine, Joplin/Galena
Divya Jeyaseelan MD—Physical Medicine and Rehab, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Lydia Espinoza MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Darwin Jeyaraj MD—Interventional Cardiology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Salman Saeed MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Scott McClintick DO—Ears, Nose, and Throat, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Rebecca Asiamah MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Enrico Esguerra MD—Pediatrics, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Shari Smith DO—Pediatrics, Joplin
Mark Frogge MD—Urology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Eden Esguerra MD—Infectious Disease, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Alison Galloway DO—Endocrinology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Naser Gharaibeh MD—Endocrinology, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Beth Garrett MD—Pediatrics, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Bernard Bettasso MD—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Susan Pitts DO—Neonatology, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Navid Zaidi MD—Pulmonary , Freeman Hospital, Joplin



Sulaiman Iftikar MD—Neurology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Nathan Box DO—Ear, Nose, and Throat, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Heather Klatt DO—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Robert McNab DO—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Aloysius Jackson MD—Hospitalist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Nathan Miller DO—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Brian Tessaro DO—Emergency Medicine, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Ian Smith MD—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
David Dawson DO—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Robin Davis MD—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Ali Ahmed MD—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Jeremy Goins DO—Hospitalist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Jesse Hatfield MD—Emergency Medicine, Mercy Hospital, Joplin.
Adnan Khan MD—Critical Care, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Robert Tyler DO—KCUMB Joplin
Michael Anreder MD—Pathologist, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Anisa Hassan MD—Hematologist/Oncologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
David Gooden MD—Anesthesia, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Shazia Naseem, MD—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Tracy Godfrey MD—Family Medicine, Mercy Hospital, Joplin
Sudhakar Ancha MD—Gastroenterology, Joplin
Brandon Gibson DO—Internal Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Pamela Landon MD—Hematologist Oncologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Jacob Edge DO—Internal Medicine, Neosho
Margaret Ellen Nichols MD—Neurosurgery, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Angela Langer MD- OB/GYN, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Jana Allison MD- OB/GYN, Ozark Ob/Gyn, Joplin
Jeff Cox MD- OB/GYN, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Megan Carlson DO- OB/GYN, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Jessica Windschitl DO- OB/GYN, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Philip Slocum DO- Pulmonologist, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Gretchen Stiefel DO- OB/GYN, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Bruce Akuna OD- Family Medicine, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Frank Kim MD-Inverventional Cardiology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Michael Knapp DO-Family Medicine, Joplin
Rebecca Sanders MD-  Pain Management, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Thomas Sanders MD- Orthopedics, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Chris Black MD- Palliative Care, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
Charbel Maksoud MD-Gastroenterology, Freeman Hospital, Joplin
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