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A pair of studies conducted 
by researchers in Santa 
Clara and Los Angeles 

counties drew national attention 
this week with a finding that 
COVID-19 is much more wide-
spread — and far less deadly 

— than public health officials had 
assumed.

But the studies, which sug-
gested that the fatality rate of 
COVID-19 could be less than 
0.2%, immediately faced a back-
lash from other scientists, as well 

as words of caution from public 
health administrators, who indi-
cated that they will not reopen the 
economy in a meaningful way any 
time soon.

The Stanford study, which was 
led by Assistant Professor Eran 
Bendavid, asked more than 3,000 
volunteers for help in answering a 
critical question: “How many peo-
ple in Santa Clara County have 
been infected by COVID-19?”

Using finger-prick tests and kits 
that resemble pregnancy tests, the 
team took blood samples at three 
drive-thru sites on April 3 and 4, 
crunched the numbers and pub-
lished the early draft of the results 
on a preprint server, giving other 
researchers a chance to review the 
results before they are formally 
published.

In analyzing the blood samples, 
Bendavid’s team found that 50 

of 3,330 tested positive for CO-
VID-10, a rate of 1.5%. After 
adjusting the results to account 
for precision of tests and sample 
bias, the study concluded between 
48,000 and 81,000 county resi-
dents have been infected, a rate of 
between 2.49% and 4.16%. This 
led the team to conclude that the 
number of COVID-19 infections 

Researchers at Stanford and USC suggest  
that the virus has lower fatality rate

by Gennady Sheyner

U p and down the Midpen-
insula, while some stu-
dents, parents and teach-

ers breathed a sigh of relief that 
their schools would not be giving 
letter grades during the unprec-
edented closures, others rallied in 
opposition.

Disagreement over grading 
practices during the coronavirus 
pandemic has sparked community 
petitions, split school board votes 
and raised concerns about un-
healthy attachments to grade point 

averages and college admissions.
Most, though not all, local 

school districts have moved to a 
credit/no credit grading system for 
the rest of this school year. Doing 
so, school leaders have said, will 
prevent students with fewer re-
sources from being disadvantaged 
and reduce stress among both stu-
dents and teachers as they navigate 
a rapid, bumpy transition to online 
learning. 

Many local private schools, 
meanwhile, are retaining letter 

grades but with flexibility, such 
as allowing students to choose to 
take any class pass/fail or cancel-
ing final exams.

Santa Clara County Superinten-
dent of Schools Mary Ann Dewan 
has recommended that all county 
schools move as soon as possible 
to a credit/no-credit model, which 
neither raises nor lowers grade-
point averages.

“It is important to remember 
that our shared overarching goals 
are to keep students engaged, 

focus on the essential skills that 
will allow them to be successful, 
and to maintain social connections 
with other students and teachers 
to provide stability and decrease 
social isolation during the school 
closures,” Dewan wrote in her 
April 6 recommendation. “Edu-
cators can focus on ways to pro-
vide feedback to learners in lieu 
of assigning a letter grade for this 
school year.”

Some parents, students and lo-
cal school board members remain 
concerned that this grading sys-
tem takes away students’ oppor-
tunity to show academic progress 
and will hurt high school juniors’ 
chances at college admissions, de-
spite public assurances from major 
colleges and universities.

Palo Alto Unified was the first 
local school district to drop letter 

To grade or not to grade? For some local 
schools, that’s been a divisive question

Most public schools switch to credit/no credit while private schools give hybrid options
by Elena Kadvany

City braces 
for $30M 

revenue drop
City prepares for service 
cuts as economy sputters

by Gennady Sheyner

P alo Alto will consider clos-
ing library branches, scrap-
ping its shuttle program and 

suspending its plan to spur hous-
ing production as it deals with the 
economic fallout of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Those are some of the options 
that City Manager Ed Shikada pre-
sented the City Council on Monday 
night as part of a plan to address a 
revenue shortfall that could top $30 
million in fiscal year 2021, which 
begins on July 1. The list of budget 
cuts may also include scrapping the 
Police Department’s recently cre-
ated traffic team, reducing hours at 
community centers and halting the 
crossing-guard program.

For the council, the Monday dis-
cussion marked the first step in the 
budget process that promises to be 
full of tough choices and deep un-
certainty. With local hotels nearly 
empty and many retailers shut 
down, Palo Alto is seeing its rev-
enues plunge. 

The proposed budget estimates 
that general fund taxes will drop 
by at least $20 million — and like-
ly far more. The magnitude of the 
cuts will depend to a large degree 
on factors beyond the city’s con-
trol: How soon will the shutdown 
end and how fast can the economy 
recover?

The proposed $818.9-million 
budget actually represents a 13% 
increase from fiscal year 2020. 
This includes a general fund of 
$238.8 million, up by 3.5% from 
the current year. Those numbers, 
however, are almost certain to be 

EDUCATION

Antibody studies spur debate, skepticism

The prom must go on
Four Gunn High School seniors decided to celebrate their canceled prom by dressing up anyway. Pictured here, from left: Wendy 
Sakuma, Grace Liu, Manya Zhao and Christine Zang take a photo in the hills above Palo Alto on Saturday evening, April 18, at the 
exact same time as the prom was originally scheduled to be held in San Francisco.

CITY HALL

Upfront
Local news, information and analysis
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in Santa Clara County is 50 to 80 
times higher than the number of 
confirmed cases.

The Stanford study calculated 
the mortality rate of COVID-19 
as between 0.12% and 0.2% when 
one considers the true number of 
infections. That’s far lower than 
the roughly 4.8% rate one would 
get by only looking at the county’s 
confirmed cases, which stood at 
1,962 as of Wednesday afternoon.

The study in Los Angeles, 
which was undertaken by Uni-
versity Southern California and 
the Los Angeles Department of 
Public Health, reached a similar 
conclusion. Led by Neeraj Sood, 
professor of public policy at USC 
Price School for Public Policy, 
the study concluded that between 
2.8% and 5.6% of that county’s 
adult population — or between 
221,000 and 442,000 adults — 
have antibodies to the virus.

As the Los Angeles tests were 
kicking off on April 10, Sood, 
who collaborated with Stanford 
researchers on both studies, sug-
gested earlier this month that a far 
lower fatality rate of COVID-19 
would mean that some of the shel-
ter-in-place orders currently in ef-
fect may not be necessary.

The Stanford and USC teams 
are part of a global push to obtain 
information about COVID-19 
through antibody tests — a tool 

that experts say is critical for 
learning how the virus spreads 
and lifting the social-distancing 
orders that continue to ravage lo-
cal economies. In Germany and 
Italy, national governments have 
made widespread testing a key 
strategy for easing out of the eco-
nomic shutdown. Assessing the 
percentage of the region that has 
already been infected can help 
researchers determine how close 
the area is to herd immunity (a 
point at which about 60% of the 
population is immune), which re-
gions have been hit hardest and 
which measures are going to be 
most successful in preventing the 
spread of infections.

“We’re starting to get a better 
picture,” said 
Jay Bhattacha-
rya, professor 
of medicine at 
Stanford Uni-
versity and a 
coauthor of 
both the Stan-
ford and USC 
studies. “It’s 
clear that it’s 
spread more 
in some places 
than in others, and it’s clear it’s 
more deadly in some places that 
others.”

As the shutdown stretches into 
its second month, seroprevalence 
studies are becoming increasingly 
common, both in the Bay Area 
and around the world. Just this 
week, a team from the University 

of California, San Francisco em-
barked on an effort to provide 
antibody tests to all residents of 
Bolinas, an unincorporated com-
munity in Marin County. It plans 
to follow suit on April 25 with a 
four-day test of about 5,700 resi-
dents in San Francisco’s Mission 
District.

Much like its counterparts at 
Stanford and USC, the UCSF 
team is trying to address the 
lack of data about the spread of 
COVID-19. It is doing so by ad-
ministering both a swab test for 
the virus’ DNA, which shows 
whether an individual is currently 
infected, and a blood-sample test 
for antibodies, which indicate past 
infection.

“All our public health deci-
sions, including when it will be 
possible to relax regional and 
statewide shelter-in-place orders, 
are driven by rough assumptions 
about how the virus behaves 
based on very limited data,” 
Bryan Greenhouse, an associate 
professor of medicine at UCSF, 
said in a news release.

Studying in detail how the vi-
rus spreads in Bolinas and in the 
Mission will “give us crucial data 
points that we can extrapolate to 
better predict how to control the 
virus in similar communities na-
tionwide,” he added.

On the national level, the Na-
tional Institutes of Health is try-
ing to recruit 10,000 people for 
its own study of antibodies. Dr. 
Anthony Fauci, director of the 

National Institute of Allergy and 
Infectious Diseases, said the study 
will “give us a clearer picture of 
the true magnitude of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic in the United 
States by telling us how many 
people in different communities 
have been infected without know-
ing it because they had a very 
mild, undocumented illness or 
did not access testing while they 
were sick.

“These crucial data will help us 
measure the impact of our public 
health efforts now and guide our 
COVID-19 response moving for-
ward,” Fauci said in a statement.

Dr. Sara Cody, Santa Clara 
County’s health official, on Tues-
day called the recent seropreva-
lence tests “exciting” and said that 
they confirm that “we have many, 
many, many cases that we didn’t 
pick up.” 

The point was further under-
scored by Cody’s announce-
ment Tuesday that the county’s 
medical examiner confirmed 
two deaths from COVID-19 that 
occurred on Feb. 6 and Feb. 17. 

The confirmation, based on tis-
sue samples from the deceased, 
means that the virus was spread-
ing in the community far before 
the health department became 
aware of that fact. Prior to the 
confirmation, county leaders had 
assumed that the first death asso-
ciated with COVID-19 occurred 
on March 9.

But while the new research ef-
forts promise to shed light on the 
prevalence of COVID-19, public 
health officials are indicating that 
they will need far more informa-
tion before they can think about 
lifting the restrictions. Cody sug-
gested during her Tuesday update 
to the Board of Supervisors that 
social-distancing rules are un-
likely to be relaxed any time soon. 

“We know the level of immu-
nity in our county is in single 
digits,” Cody told the Board of 
Supervisors on Tuesday. “We are 
far, far, far from herd immunity 
and not likely to get there until we 
have a vaccine.”

She also pointed to uncer-
tainty about the large number of 

Antibody
(continued from page 5)

HEIRLOOM QUALITY DOWN COMFORTERS & PILLOWS      EUROPEAN BED & BATH LINENS

Stay Safe & Healthy
Our Palo Alto store is temporarily closed. 

Please shop with us at scandiahome.com 

Michael Repka  |  CEO & Managing Broker  |  DRE #01854880
650.900.7000  |  Info@deleonrealty.com  

www.deleonrealty.com  |  DRE #01903224

D E L E O N  R E A LT Y,  I N C .

OUR TEAM IS IN MOTION FOR YOU

Alyssa Weaver, left, disposes of a used blood lancet at a COVID-19 
antibody testing site in Mountain View on April 4.

Jay 
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antibody tests out on the market, 
all of which have different char-
acteristics. She cautioned that the 
detection of antibodies does not 
necessarily mean that the person 
is immune to the coronavirus.

“In order to know whether the 
antibody test indicates that you’re 
protected, there are many more 
studies that need to be done be-
cause basically you have to make 
sure that the antibody is a marker 
that you have enough protections 
such that if you got infected with 
the virus again you would not get 
sick,” Cody said at the meeting. 
“Right now, it’s not clear whether 
the antibody tests that are out 
there provide that.”

‘Perfect’ for task,  
or a ‘screwup’? 

While results from both the 
Stanford and USC studies are pre-
liminary and are now undergoing 
peer review, the reaction from the 
scientific community has been 
swift and, in a few cases, brutal.

Bhattacharya told this news or-
ganization Thursday that the team 
has received more than 1,000 con-
structive comments on the study, 
which continues to get refined. 

But Andrew Gelman, a pro-
fessor of statistics and political 
science at Columbia University, 
suggested in an online forum that 
the Stanford authors “owe us all 
an apology.” After detailing his 
concerns about test accuracy and 
selection bias, Gelman concluded 
that the study’s findings are a 
“product of a statistical error.”

“I don’t think (the) authors need 
to apologize just because they 
screwed up. I think they need 
to apologize because these were 
avoidable screwups. They’re the 
kind of screwups that happen if 
you want to leap out with an excit-
ing finding and you don’t look too 
carefully at what you might have 
done wrong,” Gelman wrote.

Other researchers also weighed 
in and criticized the study for the 
way it selected its participants 
(through Facebook ads) and for 
using tests that were not FDA ap-
proved. Dr. Eric Topol, a professor 
of molecular medicine at Scripps 
Research, suggested that the two 
studies have given “a false sense 
that this is not a bad virus at all.”

“It’s bad math, bad tests and 
bad outcomes for the confusion 
that it engenders,” Topol told the 

Associated Press after the pre-
print was released.

Bendavid said the research 
team analyzed the test kits from 
Premier Biotech before the ex-
periment to determine the per-
centage of positive cases that 
the tests miss. By testing blood 
samples from Stanford Hospital 
patients that were shown to be 
positive through a DNA test, as 
well as samples that were known 
to be negative because they were 
taken before the pandemic, the re-
searchers concluded that the test 
sensitivity is about 91.8%.

B e n d a v i d 
told this news 
organization 
that this was 
factored into 
the group’s 
calculation.

“They may 
be somewhat 
less precise 
than laborato-
ry-based tests, 
but for the purposes of what we 
have done — for trying to get a 
sense of prevalence of antibodies 
to coronavirus in our community 
— they are perfect,” Bendavid 
said last week.

Part of the skepticism from the 
broader community stems from 
the positions that the research-
ers have taken in the past. In late 
March, Bendavid and Bhattacha-
rya coauthored an opinion piece 
in the Wall Street Journal posit-
ing that the virus is far less deadly 
than many experts suggest.

“If it is true that the novel 
coronavirus would kill millions 
without shelter-in-place orders 
and quarantines, then the extraor-
dinary measures being carried 
out in cities and states around 
the country are surely justified,” 
Bendavid and Bhattacharya 
wrote. “But there’s little evidence 
to confirm that premise — and 
projections of the death toll could 
plausibly be orders of magnitude 
too high.”

Another member of the Stan-
ford team, John Ioannidis, wrote 
an article in March suggesting 
that the true fatality rate of COV-
ID-19 could be 0.05%, lower than 
the seasonal influenza. If that is 
the real rate, “Locking down the 
world with potentially tremen-
dous social and financial conse-
quences may be totally irrational.

“It’s like an elephant being 

attacked by a house cat. Frustrat-
ed and trying to avoid the cat, the 
elephant accidentally jumps off a 
cliff and dies,” Ioannidis wrote in 
Stat, a health news website.

Sood also said earlier this 
month that if tests show that the 
death rate of COVID-19 is indeed 
nine or 10 times that of the flu, 
people should indeed stay at home 
and practice “very strong physical 
distancing,” according to a news 
release from USC. 

But if the true mortality rate is 
far lower than the flu, he wrote, 
“then we don’t need to be doing 
that.” 

(Infectious-disease expert Fauci 
said in March that the seasonal flu 
has a mortality rate of 0.1%. How-
ever, it should be noted that more 
than 100 million Americans get 
the flu vaccine annually, accord-
ing to the CDC, and no such vac-
cine exists for the coronavirus.) 

But researchers also empha-
sized that the mortality rate of the 
virus is not the only factor that 
should be considered by public 
health officials as they consider 
their next steps in managing the 
pandemic. The findings in Los 
Angeles showing that about 4% 
of the population is infected mean 
that “we are very early in the epi-
demic and many more people in 
Los Angeles County could poten-
tially be infected,” Sood said.

“And as the number of infec-
tions arise, so will the number of 
deaths, the number of hospital-
izations and the number of ICU 

admissions,” Sood said in a news 
conference Monday.

Bhattacharya shared that view. 
The biology of the virus, he told 
this news organization, is not the 
only factor that determines the 
fatality rate. Another key factor is 
the setting in which patients that 
get viral pneumonia are treated.

“It’s a very important input 
into the decision, but it’s not the 
only thing,” Bhattachary said of 
the death rate. “How likely is it, if 
we lift the caps, that we will over-
whelm the hospitals? That’s a re-
ally important question that needs 
to be addressed.”

Given the outstanding ques-
tions, county and state leaders 
are continuing to take a cautious 
approach on social-distancing or-
ders. Santa Clara County Execu-
tive Jeff Smith pointed to the re-
cent discovery of February deaths 
from COVID-19 as another rea-
son to proceed slowly.

“It’s all consistent with what we 
know,” Smith told the Board of 
Supervisors on Tuesday. “There’s 
a larger population in the commu-
nity that is infected than we are 
currently identifying with testing, 
and a significant portion of that 
population is asymptomatic as far 
as COVID — another reason to 
recognize the great risk we have 
by relaxing the shelter-in-place 
too early.”

And while some governors are 
already restarting their states’ 
economies, Gov. Gavin Newsom 
said California’s stay-at-home 

order would only be modified 
based on numerous indicators. 
These include expanded testing 
and contact tracing, the ability of 
hospitals to handle surges and the 
development of treatments.

In his Wednesday address, 
Newsom highlighted the Stanford 
and the USC studies, noting that 
they have “generated a little bit of 
controversy about what they are 
and what they’re not.”

But he also said that the state 
is preparing to greatly expand its 
use of serological tests to manage 
the COVID-19 crisis, noting that 
the state has agreed to buy 1.5 
million such tests from Abbott 
Laboratory.

“While it (serological testing) 
can be extraordinarily helpful in 
terms of guiding our framework 
and indicators for reopening, it 
is not at this moment a panacea, 
but it could be profoundly sig-
nificant,” Newsom said. “And we 
will certainly do our part, in addi-
tion to procuring PCR (diagnostic 
DNA) tests, we will do the same 
to provide serology tests to people 
all over the state,” Newsom said. 

Staff Writer Gennady Sheyner 
can be emailed at gsheyner@
paweekly.com.

genpeds.stanfordchildrens.org

CITY COUNCIL ... The council has no meetings scheduled this week.

PLANNING AND TRANSPORTATION COMMISSION ... The commission 
plans to discuss a proposal by Palo Alto Hills Golf & Country Club to renovate 
its golf course; and consider alternatives proposed for the North Ventura 
Coordinated Area Plan. The virtual meeting will be broadcast live on Cable TV 
Channel 26 and at Midpen Media Center at midpenmedia.org/local-tv/watch-
now. Members of the public may comment by sending an email to planning.
commission@cityofpaloalto.org or by calling in by Zoom and using the phone 
number 1-669-900-6833 and using Meeting ID: 463 430 942.

Public Agenda
A preview of Palo Alto government meetings next week

About the cover: Alyssa Weaver, 
a second-year physician assistant 
student at Stanford School of 
Medicine, draws blood from a 
participant at a COVID-19 antibody 
testing site in Mountain View on April 
4. Photo by Magali Gauthier. Cover 
design by Douglas Young.

Want to get news briefs emailed to you every weekday? 
Sign up for Express, our daily e-edition.  

Go to PaloAltoOnline.com/express to sign up. 

Eran Bendavid
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