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Wubah: The many challenges of leading during the COVID-19 era

Butler: School directors must pass mask requirements for students, staff

Wesbury: Let’s stop overcomplicating COVID-19 vaccination

nity around common values and 
the use of valid data. At Mill-
ersville, our core values include 
exploration, professionalism, 
public mission, inclusion, integri-
ty and compassion. My leadership 
team and I refer to these values 
frequently, using them as our 
north star as we navigate today’s 
turbulent waters. 

Our values are manifest in our 
mission to be a “community dedi-
cated to high-quality education at 
an exceptional value.” As a com-
munity, we have a responsibility 
to safeguard the health of every-
one, including those adjacent to 
our campus in Millersville and 
Lancaster city. That responsibil-
ity led us to transition to entirely 
remote instruction in just two 
weeks in March 2020. As citizens 
of a global community, we helped 
flatten the curve, but the deci-
sion came with a loss of treasured 
traditions such as graduation, 
athletic competitions and perfor-
mances.

During the summer of 2020, we 
explored scenarios to reopen that 
fall; however, as the number of 
cases across the country contin-
ued to rise, we made the difficult 
decision not to risk bringing all 
our students back to campus. We 
stayed with that decision through 
spring semester of 2021.

Ultimately, we decided that safe-
guarding the health of our com-
munity by limiting the spread of 
the virus took precedent and the 
best tool available was to keep the 
number of individuals on campus 
low. 

There was tension regard-
ing the decision — the trade-off 
between safeguarding the health 
of our community and providing 

a college experience that includes 
face-to-face instruction. And the 
decision was not without conse-
quences. 

It placed an even greater burden 
on our faculty to participate in 
training and prepare their courses 
for remote delivery. It challenged 
our students to learn in differ-
ent ways and necessitated that 
we increase our ability to offer 
student support services such as 
counseling, advising and student-
life activities remotely. It required 
reducing dramatically the number 
of students we could accommo-
date in our on-campus housing. 
Fewer students on campus meant 
fewer meal plans, which imposed 
a problematic financial burden 
on our dining services, ultimately 
requiring staff furloughs — a clear 
and challenging demonstration 
that leadership decisions directly 
impact people’s lives.

Now, here we are in the fall of 
2021. We have returned to a regu-
lar distribution of face-to-face and 
online classes; we have full capac-
ity in our residence halls; most 
employees are returning to work 
on campus; and we are holding 
on-campus university events. The 
health and safety of our univer-
sity community remain our top
priority, and we are emphasizing 
vaccinations for eligible and able 
adults, and we are requiring face
coverings for both fully vaccinated 
and unvaccinated individuals
while indoors.

Our approach during 2020 and 
the spring of 2021 helped to keep 
our number of COVID -19 cases 
low, and we’re hopeful our mask 
requirement and other measures 
will assist us in keeping numbers 
low this fall. As a microbiologist, I 
have knowledge, training and ex-

to an impassioned debate with those on 
both sides holding strong opinions. An 
individual’s opinions — on either side of 
the “debate” — should not be dismissed as 
it helps us better understand the vary-
ing perspectives. However, we should be 
guided by science, not personal anecdotes 
such as the “me, my and I” rationale heard 
at so many school board meetings. 

At the moment, current science sup-
ports the use of masking to help keep 
our children and others safe. We should 
acknowledge that science can — and 
will — change as new evidence becomes 
available. If the science changes, a school 
board’s masking policies should change 
with it. But masking indoors should be re-
quired for the start of the school year and 
the policy should frequently be reevalu-
ated to determine if/when the evidence
no longer supports it.

Science has demonstrated a low rate 
of transmission in schools when proper 
prevention measures are used, including 
mask use. This has led to the CDC and 
the American Academy of Pediatrics to 
both recommend masking in schools. 

— The CDC recommends “universal 
indoor masking by all students (age 2 
and older), staff, teachers, and visitors to 
K-12 schools, regardless of vaccination 
status.” (Per a CDC order, masks must be 
worn on school buses.) 

— The American Academy of Pediatrics 
recommends that all “students older 
than 2 years and all school staff should 
wear face masks at school (unless medi-
cal or developmental conditions prohibit 
use).”

— If you prefer more local input, Penn 

have distant memories of politi-
cal, philosophical and emotional 
debates over the willingness to 
vaccinate our children and elders 
with life-protecting vaccines. 
Except for medical and religious 
objections, I can remember no 
broad community vaccination 
debates in my 87 years. In fact, I 
fondly remember the community 
reaction to the oral polio vaccine 
developed by Albert Sabin (it re-
placed the earlier vaccine, admin-
istered by injection, which had 
been developed by Jonas Salk). 
As a licensed pharmacist, I was 
pleased to be a part of the medical 
team conducting polio vaccination 
clinics throughout my community 
in the early 1960s. 

The end result of the eradica-
tion of these many diseases can be 
seen daily in the lives of our family 
members, friends, co-workers 
and fellow citizens. Many of these 
people would have been deprived 
of life if it were not for vaccines. 
The presence of these people in 
our lives is living proof of the ef-
fectiveness of vaccinations.

Without even thinking about 
it, our own lives have been nour-
ished and supported by people
who, in another time, would have
never lived to become a part of
our lives. Why can we not view the 
COVID-19 vaccines through this 
prism? 

The vaccines
Let me suggest that we have 

made COVID-19 vaccination a far 
too complicated issue. We have 
bundled together medical science, 
public health, freedom of choice, 
politics and even economics. Mask 
debates, business shutdowns, 
credit-seeking politicians and 
multiple other complications 
combine to take our eyes off the 
simple solution to the biggest 
piece of the COVID-19 pandemic: 
vaccination, hopefully resulting in 
herd immunity. Widespread vac-
cination is how we solved similar 
health crises in the past. Why can’t 
we do it with COVID-19?

Let us make it simple. If our 
primary goal is to eliminate the 
disease by herd immunity, let us 

focus on vaccinations. In deciding 
to become vaccinated, we need to 
ask only two questions. First, are 
the COVID-19 vaccines effective? 
And second, are they safe? That 
is all. 

According to an analysis on 
the Yale Medicine website, the 
Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine — the 
first to receive full (rather than 
emergency use) approval from 
the U.S. Food and Drug Admin-
istration — has 91.3% efficacy 
against COVID-19 through up to 
six months after the second dose, 
according to its manufacturer. It 
has been found to be 100% effec-
tive in preventing severe disease 
as defined by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 
and 95.3% effective in preventing 
severe disease as defined by the 
FDA.

“In August, the CDC also pub-
lished studies that showed mRNA 
vaccine protection against infec-
tion may be waning, although the 
vaccines were still highly effective 
against hospitalization,” the Yale 
Medicine website noted.

This is why the Biden adminis-

tration has recommended Pfizer 
and Moderna booster shots for 
certain immunocompromised 
people. A recommendation that 
senior citizens and others also get 
booster shots will need to get FDA 
approval.

“Moderna’s vaccine was autho-
rized for emergency use in the U.S. 
last December, about a week after 
the Pfizer vaccine,” the Yale Medi-
cine website notes. “Moderna uses 
the same mRNA technology as 
Pfizer and has a similarly high ef-
ficacy at preventing symptomatic 
disease.”

The single-dose Johnson & 
Johnson vaccine has a 72% overall 
efficacy and 86% efficacy against 
severe disease in the U.S., accord-
ing to analyses posted by the FDA 
in February, the Yale Medicine 
website notes.

Be a vaccinated citizen
According to the CDC, more 

than 365 million vaccine doses 
had been administered in the U.S. 
as of Friday morning. These vac-
cines are safe.

For the doubters, this is all you 
need to know to conclude that you 
should be a vaccinated citizen, 
doing your part to keep family and 
community members healthy and, 
most importantly, alive. Isn’t this 
a goal worthy of our enthusiastic 
participation?

Let us add COVID-19 to the 
heap of vaccine successes. Future 
generations will thank us.

While we flock to the vaccine 
clinics, we can observe the few 
other precautions — mask-wear-
ing and social distancing — that 
can help to limit the spread of the 
disease, especially with the highly 
transmissible delta variant caus-
ing mostly unvaccinated people to 
be hospitalized.

According to a report published 
by the CDC last week, a July study 
of Los Angeles public health 
records found that unvaccinated 
people had five times more CO-
VID-19 infections than fully vac-
cinated people, and had 29 times 
more COVID-19 hospitalizations.

Keep it simple. Vaccines work. 
Our parents, grandparents and 
history tell us so.
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Medicine Lancaster General Health, 
serving as the county’s de facto public 
health department, has recommended 
universal masking indoors within schools. 

— If you prefer public polling, a Kaiser 
Family Foundation survey found that 63% 
of American parents of school-age kids 
favor school mask mandates.

While studies have thankfully demon-
strated a low rate of severe disease and mor-
tality for children infected with COVID-19, 
some children can become severely ill and 
may develop short- and long-term compli-
cations.

It would also be shortsighted to not con-
sider the broader impact of mask-optional 
policies and increased COVID-19 transmis-
sion on schools, families and the commu-
nity. The lack of mask use will lead to higher 
risk exposures that may require broader 
quarantines, effectively forcing more chil-
dren out of the classroom. This will extend 
into the home as well, potentially leading 
to quarantines of siblings (missed school) 
and parents (missed work, with a financial 
impact on families and the economy). This 
is evident as tens of thousands of students 
and staff already have been quarantined 

within the first days of school in several 
other states.

It is understood that any decision on 
masks will be a difficult one and undoubt-
edly not please everyone. But a school 
board decision to defer to parents is noth-
ing short of a cop-out and is just “passing 
the buck,” shifting the burden of responsi-
bility to another.

For those parents asking what the “end-
game” is or where we eventually draw the 
line on mitigation efforts, these are fair 
questions, but ones for the future — be-
cause of the delta variant and the number 
of unvaccinated people, we’re still mired in 
this pandemic.

For those parents and students who 
object to science and masking, they should 
be free to opt for a transition to virtual
classrooms just as many students chose to 
do last year.

The science and recommendations are 
clear: Masks are effective in impeding 
transmission of the novel coronavirus 
(some of the research may be found at this 
link: bit.ly/MaskingScience).

And masks should be required in school. 
If school board members continue to 
decide to not follow the science, then we 
must collectively ask them the following 
question: What makes you more qualified 
than the CDC, thousands of pediatricians 
and local health experts?

The hardest decisions are often the right 
ones. School boards should be guided by 
science, not by political pressure or by the 
need to appease the parents who simply 
make the most noise.

School board members: Do you have the 
fortitude and courage to make the right 
decision?
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Students leave during dismissal at Smith-Wade-El Elementary School in Lancaster on Monday.
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Millersville University freshman Olivia Erickson, of Mifflinburg, left, is helped by her father, Chuck, as she moves into her 
dorm in South Village at Millersville University on Aug. 19.

perience that allow me to evaluate 
our options critically, and I know 
that the vaccines are the best tool 
we have to protect our communi-
ties. We are fortunate to have them 
and should welcome such achieve-
ments of human ingenuity and 
learning. Generations who have 
come before us and individuals 
around the world yearn for such 
advantages in the face of similar 
threats. 

Earlier this summer when I 
visited my home country of Ghana, 
I saw people standing in line for 
more than eight hours to be vacci-
nated. In a country with a popula-

tion of about 31 million people, 
only 600,000 doses of AstraZeneca 
vaccines were available at that 
time. This incongruous nature of 
the distribution of the vaccines 
baffles me at times and serves as a 
reminder to encourage people in 
our community to get the vaccine.

As we start the fall semester, I 
am left with a feeling that is likely 
shared by leaders across the state, 
country and world. While we are 
hardwired to make the right deci-
sions, we must at times accept that 
“right” decisions may not exist. 
There are only trade-offs. Our job 
as leaders is to set the framework 

for decision-making, to be honest 
and transparent with our com-
munity about the trade-offs, and to 
focus on the light at the end of the 
tunnel and not the tunnel. 

At this moment, when we are 
still steeped in uncertainty and 
waiting due to the delta variant, 
one cannot tell exactly what a 
post-pandemic future will look 
like. I am certain, however, that 
the values held by our commu-
nity, expressed in our mission and 
invoked by our leadership, will 
continue to be our beacon to lead 
us to a safe landing. 


