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State governments have taken the difficult decision to reopen schools for some classes, 

encouraged by a consensus among public health experts that the benefits to students and society at 

large outweigh the risks of a COVID-19 surge. A week after many of them reopened, mainly at the 

secondary and higher secondary level, infections among teachers and students have not triggered an 

alarm, although general social attitudes towards the pandemic have turned negligent. Data from Tamil 

Nadu show that post-reopening, about 30 students and teachers have tested positive, to which the 

State has responded by tracing contacts and testing, while keeping the institutions open. Kerala, which 

has struggled to contain the infection rate and continues to report about 25,000 cases a day, is 

venturing only to reopen residential higher education institutions and final-year college classes within a 

bio-bubble of at least single-dose vaccination; resumption of schooling continues to pose a dilemma. 

The crippling absence of education for millions in the country has raised the question of whether 

governments have shown alacrity to limit the harm from prolonged closures. A study by economists in 

August showed that a mere 8% of students in rural areas had regular access to online learning and 37% 

were not studying at all. It also found that only a minority of students with smartphones, i.e., 31% in 

urban areas and 15% in rural settings, received regular instruction. This crisis has remained neglected for 

over a year, and the findings underscore the need for in-person teaching to resume. 

Among the major concerns surrounding reopening of schools is possible transmission of the 

virus on campuses, with implications for vulnerable individuals in the students’ home. Here, the 

advocacy of the European Technical Advisory Group on schooling during COVID-19 — smaller class sizes, 

wider spaces between desks and staggered breaks at school — is worth considering. The panel 

underscores the importance of evolving a follow-up protocol, when a cluster of cases leads to school-

wide testing. Many public health experts argue that younger children, typically in the 6 to 14 age group, 

have the lowest risk of moderate or severe COVID-19 infection, while this is also the cohort that needs 

good foundational teaching. Most of these students are not eligible for vaccination. WHO recommends 

that for these pupils, the approach towards reopening should be caveated: risk based, and taking note 

of community transmission, ability to maintain physical distancing and good ventilation. Vaccination of 

teachers and school staff and eligible students, and free testing for all are other major factors. Hesitancy 

or refusal should be firmly countered. Governments should end their populist indulgence of unsafe 

behaviour in public spaces to prevent community-level spikes that can jeopardise the nascent return of 

schooling. 

 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group. 

 public health (noun) – the branch of medicine 

handling public health; public health is also the 

science of protecting and improving the health 

of people and their communities through 

education, policy making and research for 

disease and injury prevention. 

 at large (phrase) – as a whole, generally, in 

general.  

 outweigh (verb) – be greater than; take 

priority over, prevail over; offset, cancel out. 

 surge (noun) – sudden increase or rise of 

something. 

 trigger (verb) – cause, prompt, give rise to, 

bring about. 

 alarm (noun) – fear, anxiety, distress, 

apprehension, panic; warning sound, 

danger/distress signal, alert. 
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 negligent (adjective) – careless, remiss, 

neglectful, lax, irresponsible, inattentive, 

heedless. 

 contact tracing (noun) – it is defined as the 

identification and follow-up of persons who 

may have come into contact with a person 

infected with the virus. 

 contain (verb) – control, restrain, limit. 

 venture (verb) – dare, be so bold as, be brave 

enough, have the courage. 

 residential school (noun) – a boarding school. 

 bio-secure bubble (noun) – it is defined as an 

environment/location sealed off from the 

outside world. In tennis/cricket, this would 

mean players, umpires and support staff being 

housed at the venue itself. 

 resumption (noun) – restart, restarting, 

recommencement, reopening.  

 pose (verb) – constitute, present, create, cause 

(a problem or danger or risk). 

 dilemma (noun) – problem, difficulty, 

quandary, predicament, conundrum, awkward 

situation. 

 crippling (adjective) – weakening, damaging, 

impairing, destroying, spoiling, paralyzing. 

 absence (noun) – lack, non-existence, 

unavailability ,deprivation. 

 alacrity (noun) – readiness, willingness, 

swiftness, promptness. 

 harm (noun) – injury, suffering, distress, 

trauma. 

 prolonged (adjective) – lengthy, extended, 

protracted, unending, unrelenting. 

 mere (adjective) – just, only, minimal. 

 at all (phrase) – in any way, under any 

circumstances. 

 neglected (adjective) – disregarded, forgotten, 

overlooked, ignored, unrecognized, unnoticed. 

 findings (noun) – conclusion, result; decision, 

recommendation. 

 underscore (verb) – underline, emphasize, 

highlight. 

 in-person (adjective) – relating to an event/ 

class where people/student physically present 

together. 

 resume (verb) – restart, start again, return to. 

 concern (noun) – worry, anxiety, 

apprehension; issue. 

 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 vulnerable (adjective) – relating to a weak 

person who is in need of special 

care/support/protection; ill-protected, easily 

affected by, prone to, at risk of. 

 advocacy (noun) – support, endorsement, 

backing, approval. 

 staggered (adjective) – phased; relating to 

something carried out/performed/pursued in 

stages; timed at intervals (of something as they 

don’t happen at the same time). 

 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance, 

expand, enlarge gradually. 

 protocol (noun) – procedure, convention, rules 

of conduct, procedure. 

 cluster (noun) – a group (of people/things 

considered as a unit). (an aggregation of cases 

of a disease. A coronavirus cluster occurs when 

there is a concentration of infections in the 

same area at the same time). 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on. 

 cohort (noun) – group of people (within a 

particular category/classification). 

 pupil (noun) – student, schoolchild, learner. 

 caveat (verb) – be given warning, caution, red 

flag. 

 take note of (phrase) – pay attention, heed, 

take notice, observe, notice. 

 ventilation (noun) – the supplying of fresh air 

to a room. 

 counter (verb) – tackle, respond to, answer; 

oppose, resist, hit back at. 
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 populist (adjective) – relating to the political 

approach which claims that it is representing 

the common/ordinary people. 

 indulgence (noun) – extravagance, luxury, 

comfort, non-essential (thing), extra (thing). 

 spike (noun) – a sharp rise/increase of 

something. 

 jeopardise (verb) – imperil, threaten, put at 

risk, put in danger, endanger. 

************************************************************************************ 

 

The Kerala High Court’s intervention regarding the time lag between the two doses of Covishield 

vaccine is both interesting and unusual. It has asked the Government to allow the scheduling of the 

second dose four weeks after the first for those who want it. A single judge has held that the relaxation 

in the 84-day norm for some categories of people, when it is normally not open to the public to get their 

second jabs earlier, amounts to discrimination. The direction that CoWIN, the national vaccination 

portal, should allow scheduling of the second dose after 28 days — the period initially fixed — for those 

who want early protection is likely to be questioned on appeal, even though it has its own logic. The 

petitioners are two companies that have purchased vaccines for their employees and their family 

members and did not want to wait for the current mandatory 12-16 week period to administer their 

second doses. Pointing out the relaxation from the minimum 12-week rule for some categories among 

those travelling abroad, the petitioners wanted the same relaxation for employees availing of paid 

vaccination. The court has countenanced this argument favourably and termed as discriminatory the 

denial of “early protection” to those who wanted the second dose after 28 days. 

The court framed it as an issue over “better protection” offered by the scientifically validated 

12-week gap between two doses, and “early protection” favoured by individuals. The Union government 

argued that the relaxation was to meet unavoidable contingencies, and an earlier second dose could not 

be claimed as a matter of right. The court based its order on what it believed to be “discrimination” in 

favour of some sections but refrained from deciding the question “whether a person is entitled to make 

a choice between early protection and better protection” while accepting the Government’s free 

vaccine. It is fairly obvious that a delayed second dose enables reaching more people for their first dose. 

This means the order to allow earlier administration of the second dose could impinge on the public 

health objective of giving some protection to more people rather than full protection to fewer people. 

To that extent, the court’s intervention in a policy matter may invite an appeal. However, it also raises 

the issue whether the policy of an 84-day gap between doses should continue, given the increased pace 

of vaccination. Despite being approved by experts, the change from the four-to-six weeks norm to the 

current 12-16 weeks may have been dictated as much by higher efficacy as by the extent of vaccine 

availability then. The time may have come for the Government to review the norm and allow a shorter 

gap based on the availability of vaccines and COVID-19 prevalence in a given geography. 

 

 flag (verb) – indicate, identify, point out. 

 intervention (noun) – the process of 

intervening in something; involvement, 

interference. 

 regarding (preposition) – concerning, with 

regard/respect to, with reference to. 

 hold (verb) – (of a judge) rule, decide. 

 relaxation (noun) – the process of making a 

restriction/rule less strict. 
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 norm (noun) – standard, convention, rules of 

conduct, guideline. 

 amount to (verb) – represent, be regarded as, 

be equivalent to, be tantamount to. 

 discrimination (noun) – prejudice, intolerance, 

inequity, unfairness (against an individual or 

group of individuals by society and its 

institutions (basically in the procedures, 

policies or objectives) as a whole. 

 likely (adverb) – probably, in all probability, 

presumably, doubtlessly. 

 logic (noun) – reason, rationality, judgement. 

 petitioner (noun) – supplicant, pleader, 

applicant, claimant. 

 mandatory (adjective) – obligatory, 

compulsory, binding, required, requisite. 

 administer (verb) – dispense, provide, give, 

apply (a drug/vaccine). 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 avail (verb) – use, utilize, take advantage of (an 

opportunity/resources). 

 countenance (verb) – permit, agree, admit (as 

acceptable). 

 favourably (adverb) – approvingly, agreeably, 

with approval; to the advantage/benefit of. 

 discriminatory (adjective) – biased, 

unfair/unjust, inequitable, one-sided, partisan. 

 frame (verb) – formulate, form or articulate 

(words). 

 favour (verb) – support, back, approve of, 

recommend, advocate/champion. 

 contingency (noun) – a possible event or 

circumstance, happening, occurrence of a 

possible incident but not guaranteed/certain 

to happen/occur. 

 as a matter of right (phrase) – be entitled to, 

by right, correctly, properly, rightfully. 

 base on (phrasal verb) – use as a basis; found, 

build, construct, form, establish. 

 in favour of (phrase) – in support of, to the 

advantage of, approve of. 

 refrain from (verb) – stop oneself, abstain, 

desist from, hold back. 

 entitle (verb) – allow, permit, grant. 

 enable (verb) – allow, give the means to; 

prepare, facilitate. 

 administration (noun) – management, 

handling, controlling something (or) an act of 

dispensing, providing, giving, applying (a 

drug/vaccine). 

 impinge on (verb) – influence, have an effect 

on. 

 public health (noun) – public health is the 

science of protecting and improving the health 

of people and their communities through 

education, policy making and research for 

disease and injury prevention. 

 objective (noun) – aim, intention, purpose, 

target, goal. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 dictate (verb) – prescribe, lay down, impose, 

determine. 

 as much as (phrase) – even though. 

 efficacy (noun) – In medicine, the ability of an 

intervention (for example, a drug or surgery) 

to produce the desired beneficial effect; 

effectiveness, efficiency, power. 

 prevalence (noun) – it refers to the number of 

cases of a disease that are present in a 

particular population at a given time whereas 

“incidence” refers to the number of new cases 

that develop in a given period of time. 

 given (adjective) – specified, stated, particular, 

specific. 

 geography (noun) – area, region. 
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