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Q&A: How Often Are Asymptomatic Tests Needed?

UC San Diego’s fall plan continues to evolve, informed by the

university’s Return to Learn program. We invited students, faculty

and staff to submit their questions about testing, including how

frequently asymptomatic testing is recommended, how soon to get

tested after potential exposure, what sensations might arise during

the test and what to expect at a drive-up testing site. To learn more,

we spoke with Dr. Angela Scioscia, interim executive director for

Student Health and Wellness.

Q. How long does it take for symptoms to appear after exposure?

A. Some individuals will never have symptoms. The average time

for an individual to start shedding virus (when the virus replicates

inside your body and is released into the environment) is about five
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days after exposure. Both virus shedding and symptoms can

appear as early as two days after exposure and can be extended up to a period of 14 days. This is why

we tell individuals who have been exposed that they are at risk for shedding the virus either with or

without symptoms for up to 14 days.

Q. If you think you may have been exposed, how soon should you get tested?

A. If you think you may have been exposed, you should quarantine for a period of 14 days from the

date of exposure. This means you will stay within your household and not leave except for medical

care. We recommend you have a SARS-CoV-2 test five days after exposure, whether you have

symptoms or not. If you receive a positive result, you need to take additional precautions to avoid

exposing others. You need to isolate, stay within one bedroom and use a private bathroom (or

disinfect the bathroom upon each use).

If your test from day five is negative, you will still need to remain in quarantine for the entire 14-day

period, since you may start shedding virus at a later date. For individuals in quarantine, extra

precautions should be taken for those living with vulnerable individuals who have underlying medical

conditions, as they can be more severely impacted by the virus. Learn more on the Testing and

Screening page here.

Q. How often do you recommend asymptomatic testing?

A. We are encouraging faculty and staff to take advantage of voluntary testing. We recommend twice

monthly, at least every 12 days with no more than 16 days between tests. If at any time you develop

symptoms, then you will need additional testing. On-campus and remote employees can schedule

their asymptomatic test here. All undergraduate and graduate students coming to campus, including

all students living in university-owned housing, are required to participate in asymptomatic testing at

least every 12 days with no more than 16 days between tests.

If you are tested at a UC San Diego Health location and your result is positive, a healthcare

professional will call you with your test results, usually within 24 hours. If your test results are negative,

you will receive a notification in your MyChart account (an access code to sign up for MyChart will be

sent to you in the appointment confirmation email). If you do not have a MyChart account, you will

receive a phone call to convey your test results, regardless of positive or negative results.

Q. What does the nasal swab measure and why is it effective?

A. When we sample inside the nose, we are picking up the actual RNA virus through a very sensitive

assay, or laboratory test. We’re exploring a variety of techniques that are accurate in identifying the

virus. We also want to offer testing that is easy for the individual to experience, or even self-administer,
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which will make it a simpler process. Samples are

processed at the Center for Advanced Laboratory

Medicine (CALM) at UC San Diego Health as well as the

Expedited Covid IdenTification Environment (EXCITE)

laboratory on campus.

Q. What can faculty, staff and students expect at a drive-

up or walk-in testing site?

A. There are six drive-up and walk-in testing locations

available, both on campus and in the community. All sites are by appointment only to enable us to

achieve appropriate social distancing.

Your first step will be to check in. The provider will ask for your identification and verify that your order

has been placed with the laboratory. At the next station, a UC San Diego Health provider will conduct

the sampling. They will place a swab in your nose for a few seconds, then you will be on your way.

Results are returned within 24 hours; some individuals have received them on the same day.

Q. Is there a limit to the number of tests someone can get?

A. We are not putting strict limits on the testing. We are asking individuals to be responsible and

realize that this is a limited and valuable resource. Moreover, daily testing has no benefit. We

encourage testing if you have symptoms, believe you may have been exposed, or are following the

recommended twice monthly asymptomatic testing regime.

Also, if we sense that there is an increase in viral activity in a part of our community, we may ask

individuals to undergo extra testing. For instance, when we identified active virus in campus

wastewater over Labor Day weekend, targeted messages were sent to those who might have been

impacted indicating they should be tested for the virus as soon as possible.

Q. What advice would you offer those who may be hesitant to get tested?

A. We have to confront this virus as a community. That means taking part in preventative measures,

such as regular asymptomatic testing, so that we may slowly get back to a more normal life. In the

beginning, some were concerned that the test would be painful. However, this anxiety is dissipating as

more take part. It’s a very short, temporary discomfort. And everyone experiences it differently. The

important part is that the test is over very quickly.

Q. Why is the daily symptom screening necessary?



A. Completing the daily symptom screening is a good habit to get into. It’s also the easiest way to

access a test if symptoms appear, as well as get a quick result. It is a great way to check your status

and remind yourself of the symptoms to watch for. If some of the symptoms resonate, then stay put

and schedule a test. I would encourage everyone in our community to take advantage of our daily

screening and all the clinical care that comes from that process.

Have more questions? We invite the campus community to submit your inquiries online. A new Q&A

with a Return to Learn expert will be published each Thursday in “This Week @ UC San Diego” for the

next several weeks.

Tritons Talk About Their Test

For those who have not yet scheduled their first test,

students and staff share their experiences to help

alleviate any anxiety. Though everyone experiences

the test differently, there was consensus that the

process is fast and the resulting peace of mind is

invaluable.

“Overall, I thought that the testing experience was

both easy and straightforward thanks to the

healthcare workers who assisted me. The test itself

takes around 30-60 seconds, so it’s pretty quick! For

those who are hesitant to get tested, please know

that it is a quick and relatively painless process.

You'll feel better knowing what your COVID-19 status

is instead of risking being asymptomatic and not

knowing. Remember, getting tested protects our

communities and saves lives!”

-David Nunez, Muir College senior

“From reserving the appointment time to collecting

the sample, the process is pretty seamless. Make

sure to set up your MyChart account in advance. It

was not painful at all. In fact, I giggled the entire

time. It will be uncomfortable, but worth the peace of

mind.”

-Joe Fejeran, Conference Specialist, Housing,

Dining, Hospitality

“I found the test to be quick, easy and painless—it

gave me a rushing nose tickle! The online

registration was smooth, and the drive-up testing

site was conveniently located near my home. The

whole process took about five minutes from drive up

to completion.”

-Helen V. Griffith, Ed.D., Executive Director of The

Preuss School UC San Diego
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“I didn’t know what to expect going in, but the

nurses and staff do a great job explaining the

process. The test I got was administered by the

medical staff, so I didn’t have to worry about whether

or not I did it correctly. I encourage everyone to

participate. The more data the scientists have, the

safer we’ll all be.”

-Mark Hersberger, Communications and Outreach

Manager, Information Technology Services


