March 19, 2021
An Open Letter to President Dr. W. Kent Fuchs and Provost Dr. Joe Glover,

This morning, UF students, faculty, and staff received an email from Provost Glover. The email,
in brief, was to inform the entire UF community that “based on the advice of our epidemiologists
at UF Health, we are planning to return to a largely normal course offering for summer B and
fall.” UFF-UF and UF-GAU are appalled at this decision by the UF administration. Once again,
UF has made a top-down policy decision that not only undermines trust between administration
and workers but also continues to diminish UF’s leadership stature in the academic community.

In explaining this unilateral move, Provost Glover claims that the decision to return to “a nearly
typical summer B and fall classroom experience” is “based on the favorable progress in
vaccinations and continued declines in positive cases on campus, in our community and
elsewhere.” Just yesterday, Dr. Lauzardo sent an email update that the “drop in new cases of
COVID-19 has stopped, both locally and on campus.” Furthermore, favorable progress regarding
vaccinations is happening despite UF. Alachua County is not providing vaccines to college or
university educators or staff unless they fall into other high-risk groups. This—combined with
UF’s decision to recklessly force instructors back into the classroom this semester—is pushing
faculty, staff, and graduate assistants to seek out other means of receiving the vaccine. UFF-UF
and UF-GAU have been notifying our members that the Jacksonville FEMA site is vaccinating
educators and staff members of both K-12 and higher education. Additionally, Orange County,
UCF, and Valencia College are taking the lead in vaccinating educators and staff members from
schools and colleges. Moreover, there is no estimation of when UF students will be eligible to be
vaccinated on campus, as most undergraduates fall below the current age restrictions to receive
the vaccine. UF workers are struggling to protect themselves from a deadly pandemic made
worse by administrative neglect and mistreatment, only for UF to use this very factor to further
endanger the lives of the UF community.

Another statistic UF is using to justify this irresponsible decision is that “To date, we have seen
no evidence of COVID transmission in classrooms or laboratories.” Just to clarify, UF has found
“no evidence” of this transmission because they are not looking for it. UF’s tracing program
through Screen, Test, & Protect is not contact tracing from the classroom. The rationale they are
using is that sharing a classroom does not provide a close contact, which they define as
“someone who was within 6 feet of an infected person for at least 15 minutes starting from 48
hours before the start of symptoms until the time the person is isolated.” Although classrooms
have been socially distanced and masks are required, the decision to not contact trace from
classrooms and labs completely ignores time spent outside the classroom where students
frequently stand less than 6 feet apart as well as the possibility of closer contact within the
classroom during group work. This rationale willingly discards the classroom for contact tracing
beforehand, effectively never being able to reveal if there was classroom transmission. This also
ignores the level of danger faculty, staff, and graduate assistants are exposed to should
transmission in classroom occur—which would not be possible to trace under the current
system—as a result of student attendance to bars and clubs, which has been widely reported.

Provost Glover continues to state that “For Summer B and Fall, we may continue to wear
masks.” Although it is looking more likely that most of the U.S. will receive at least one dose of
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a COVID vaccine by then, it must be noted that a person is not fully protected from serious
illness or death until at least two weeks after getting the second dose of the Moderna and Pfizer
vaccines, or after the single-dose regimen of the Johnson & Johnson vaccine. Additionally, the
CDC is telling those who are fully vaccinated against COVID-19 to “keep taking precautions in
public places like wearing a mask, staying 6 feet apart from others, and avoiding crowds and
poorly ventilated spaces” until more is known about how the vaccines will affect the spread of
the virus. In making the decision to return to normal for summer B and fall, UF administration is
indicating that they believe their “epidemiologists at UF Health” know more about the
consequences and spread of COVID-19 than the CDC.

UF is making reckless decisions rather than protect our community. On Wednesday, March 17,
the CDC updated their guidance regarding testing and screening procedures at institutions of
higher education. Alachua County currently has 80.28 cumulative numbers of new cases per
100,000 persons over the last 7 days. Based on these updated guidelines from the CDC, this
would place Alachua County at Substantial Transmission (Orange) and the CDC recommends
that institutes of higher education implement “expanded screening testing twice weekly if there
is sufficient testing capacity" with an orange or red level of transmission.” UF has made no
comment about this and continues to require screening once every two weeks—and testing only
if symptomatic or in contact with someone with COVID—in direct opposition to the CDC’s
recommendations. Instead, they decided to announce a return to normal operations, also ignoring
that the average 1.C.U. capacity in Alachua County is 92%, higher than both the state and
national averages (79% and 70% respectively).

While it is true that UF’s students, faculty and staff have shown astounding “resilience and
dedication” in the past year, this has been despite the UF administration. UF has committed to a
complete lack of transparency or willingness to allow workers a voice in their decision-making
process. For this spring semester, UF gave undergraduate students the choice between online and
face-to-face courses, but denied this choice to faculty, graduate assistants, and staff. On top of
that, it has denied ADA requests to teach remotely—even for those with chronic conditions that
put them at increased risk of serious illness from COVID—and amended the Gatorsafe app to
allow students to report instructors not teaching in-person. With the decision to return to a near
typical classroom experience, UF administration has shown that they value optics and funding
more than the lives and health of students, staff, and faculty as well as the surrounding
community.

UFF-UF and UF-GAU demand that the UF administration immediately postpone the process of
preparing for a normal summer B and fall reopening pending guidance from the CDC. UF must
prioritize and accelerate vaccination of faculty, graduate students, staff, and undergraduate
students before committing to further, required in-person instruction. Additionally, the UF
administration must allow faculty and graduate assistants to resume their position as partners in
the UF decision-making process.

Rachel Hartnett, M.A., Co-Chair, Joint COVID Task Force
Graduate Assistants United — UF chapter (UF-GAU)
United Faculty of Florida — UF chapter (UFF-UF)
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