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Friday, December 10, 2021

News for Faculty and Instructors: Penn State and COVID-19 

This weekly email is designed to provide faculty and instructors with Penn State’s pandemic-related news and updates. Watch for these emails on Fridays, with additional “special editions” delivered periodically. Previous faculty news digests are archived here. For current faculty guidance, resources, FAQ documents, and more, visit the “Back to State 2021 Resources” webpage. 

QUESTION FROM FACULTY

Q: With a nationwide injunction on the federal contractor vaccination mandate, is the University altering its approach to complying with the mandate?

A: The University is in the process of reviewing the decision. Meanwhile, employees are urged to become fully vaccinated or, where appropriate, apply for a religious or medical accommodation. Read the full FAQ here.  

LATEST NEWS OF IMPORTANCE TO FACULTY 

· Penn State’s indoor masking policy will remain in effect into the spring 2022 semester.

· All faculty received an email from Yvonne Gaudelius, vice president and dean for undergraduate education, and Regina Vasilatos-Younken, vice provost for graduate education and dean of the graduate school, on December 8 regarding student interim suspensions. 

· Technical teaching assistants (Tech TAs) debuted in March 2020 to support faculty teaching in virtual and hybrid modes. The program is set to continue for the spring 2022 semester. 

· Penn State’s COVID-19 Dashboard will be updated twice weekly, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, during the fall semester.

· And while not COVID-related, we are delighted to announce that Dr. Neeli Bendapudi will be Penn State’s next president! 

VACCINATION MANDATE RESOURCES

Many faculty members who indicated they are vaccinated have not yet uploaded their vaccination card. Even if you’re fairly certain that you uploaded your vaccine card to Salesforce, please check to be sure by visiting Salesforce Health Cloud. If you do not have a vaccine card uploaded into Salesforce, you will be considered out of compliance with the vaccine mandate.

Apply for a religious accommodation at https://affirmativeaction.psu.edu/covid-19-information/. More information is available here.

Apply for a medical/disability-based accommodation at https://hr.psu.edu/sites/hr/files/COVID19MedicalDisabilityAccommodationRequestForm.pdf. More information is available here.

Information on where to find a vaccine provider can be found here. 

KEY REMINDERS FOR FACULTY 

· The University will rely on existing Penn State policies and Human Resources procedures, including potential disciplinary actions, that are already in place for individuals on campuses covered by the federal contractor mandate who do not receive an approved accommodation or receive their final vaccine dose by January 4. Because the OSHA Emergency Temporary Standard (ETS) has an option for weekly COVID-19 testing in lieu of vaccination, employees at locations covered by the OSHA ETS will not be subject to potential sanctions for not getting vaccinated, provided they comply with testing requirements. Click here for further details about compliance processes. 

· Penn State leaders encourage the community to take health and safety precautions over the winter break. The U.S. government has imposed travel restrictions from eight southern African countries. Travelers, whether traveling for University purposes or personal reasons, should prepare for the possibility of disrupted travel plans. Employees planning University-affiliated international travel must follow the University’s travel guidance and request travel via the Travel Safety Network at least 30 days in advance. Employees are expected to return to the U.S. by their approved return date and extended periods of work from outside the U.S. are not permitted. While minor travel delays can be accommodated, those unable to return will be placed on unpaid leave until they return to the U.S. More information on remote work outside of the U.S. is available here.

· The University has announced a continuation of all current guidance on work arrangements for Penn State employees during the spring 2022 semester. During the upcoming spring semester, faculty will continue to provide in-person instruction. The “work adjustments” process for faculty to request remote instruction for health-related reasons concluded Oct. 29. If a faculty member has not submitted an application and experiences a significant change in their medical condition or the condition of an immediate family member, they should contact their Human Resources strategic partner to discuss next steps.

· With Penn State’s return to on-campus teaching, learning, and working during the 2021-22 academic year, the University has updated its guidelines for students, faculty, and staff in the event that normal campus operations are disrupted due to weather. In the event of a change in normal campus operations, in-person courses cannot be moved to a synchronous remote meeting per Faculty Senate Policy 45-00, due to the fact that all students, faculty, and instructors may not have the same access to University facilities and resources or may have other commitments such as child care. 

· All faculty, including those who are working remotely, must update their vaccine card if they have indicated that they are vaccinated. Vaccine cards can be uploaded to the Salesforce Health Cloud. All faculty must do to determine whether their vaccine card has been uploaded is click on this link. Notification is instant. 

· According to Matthew Ferrari, director of the Center for Infectious Disease Dynamics, omicron contains more mutations in more locations of the genome than any of the previous SARS-CoV-2 variants. However, there is no evidence yet that the severity of disease that omicron causes is any worse than delta, because we haven’t seen enough cases yet. According to Ferrari, all indications are that current vaccines and boosters are effective against omicron, although we don’t yet know whether they are less effective than for delta.

· In alignment with the recent announcement from the White House on federal vaccination requirements, all Penn State employees at all locations are now subject to a federal COVID-19 vaccination requirement – either the federal contractor mandate or the Occupational Health and Safety Administration (OSHA) mandate – under an executive order from President Biden.

· At this time, Penn State has determined that the federal contractor vaccination requirement applies to individuals working at, or affiliated with, nine campuses: Altoona, Behrend, Berks, Brandywine, DuBois, Fayette, Harrisburg, Schuylkill, and University Park, including Penn State Extension employees. This has also been extended to Penn State College of Medicine in Hershey and at University Park. There is no option to test out of the federal contractor mandate. 

· The OSHA Emergency Temporary Standard (ETS) on Vaccination and Testing, which applies to employers with 100 or more employees, impacts employees at all other Penn State locations. Employees covered under the OSHA requirement must receive their final dose by January 4 or test weekly for COVID-19 in the University’s testing protocol.

· The University has updated COVID-19 testing schedules and operating hours for both campus health services and the COVID-19 call center. For employees required to test this fall, the University has set defined dates for them to complete their COVID-19 test prior to the winter break: Saturday, December 1 to Tuesday, December 7; and Wednesday, December 8 to Tuesday, December 14. 

· Drop-in testing at the White Building will remain available during the winter break, but will be closed or have modified hours on some days. The full schedule is available here.

· Faculty can still submit questions related to Penn State’s COVID response. Questions may be submitted here.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

To obtain comprehensive, updated information at any time, please review:
 
· The University’s comprehensive resources on its “University Status” page and updated FAQs regarding on-campus work and learning
· Penn State’s “Keep Teaching” and “Keep Learning” websites, including many instruction-related FAQs
· Penn State’s COVID-19 dashboard
· Previous issues of this Digest
· The Office of Human Resources COVID-19 information site and “Return to Work on Campus” resource site
· The University’s health information page focused on personal safety practices for individuals at all campuses
· A robust, updated list of contacts and resources for the University community
· The Social Science Research Institute website featuring pandemic-related insights from University experts and other resources

