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Pa. nursing 
homes hit 
by virus still 
not named
Despite pressure, state 
says it won’t reveal facilities
By John Finnerty
jfinnerty@cnhi.com

HARRISBURG - While 
coronavirus deaths in nursing 
homes mount, state officials 
have yet to commit to naming 
which long-term care facilities 
have been hit by coronavirus 
outbreaks.

Almost two-thirds of the 
people killed by coronavirus

in Pennsylvania have been nurs­
ing home residents, according 
to state data. The Department of 
Health has reported that 1,428 
of 2,195 deaths attributed to 
coronavirus in Pennsylvania 
were in nursing homes and 
long-term care residences.

Coronavirus cases have been 
reported in 461 nursing homes

See VIRUS, Page A2

Evangelical set to 
open some facilities
State: No new 
cases in Valley
By William Bowman
bbowman@dailyitem.com

Evangelical Community Hos­
pital said Wednesday it will 
open some outpatient facilities 
and expand schedules at physi­
cal therapy clinics on Monday.

Also on Wednesday, Geis- 
inger announced it will begin 
screening all pregnant women 
for COVID-19 before deliv­
ery and the state reported no 
new confirmed cases in Valley 
counties.

See OPEN, Page A2

CASES
Wednesday Total

State 1,102 44,366 
Montour 0 47
North’land 0 92 
Snyder 0 33

Union 0 33

DEATHS
Wednesday Total

State 479 
Montour 0 
North’land 0 
Snyder 0 
Union 0

SOURCE: STATE 
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH

LEARNING DURING SHUTDOWN

‘Hands-on’ experience goes 
online for nursing students

Robert Inglis/The Daily Item

Kristi Heiss is a graduate level nursing student in Bloomsburg University’s nurse anesthesia program.

Director started students on 
virtual path before outbreak
By Joe Sylvester
jsylvester@thedanvillenews.com

Timothy Campbell said he 
already implemented tools to 
get nursing students more com­
fortable with computers and 
virtual simulation before the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit.

Campbell, director of the 
Central Susquehanna Inter­
mediate Unit (CSIU) Licensed 
Practical Nurse (LPN) pro­
gram, said that when the shut­
down occurred in mid-March,

the program easily transitioned 
to online classes and clinicals, 
which uses virtually simulated 
patient care scenarios.

Other nursing programs 
have transitioned to online 
classroom and clinical learn­
ing, the latter to help students 
finish their required clinical 
hours because hospitals are not 
accepting student nurses for 
clinical during the shutdown.

Kristi Heiss, of Blooms-

See ONLINE, Page A2

Joe Sylvester/The Daily Item

Bloomsburg Theatre Ensemble actor Danny 
Roth portrays a patient for a Bloomsburg Uni­
versity graduate nursing student Kristi Heiss.

Pa. to set benchmarks for 
testing, contact tracing
Angela Couloumbis and 
Daniel Simmons-Ritchie
Spotlight PA

HARRISBURG — Pennsylvania of­
ficials on Friday will unveil the state’s 
goals for coronavirus testing and contact 
tracing, standards the Wolf administra­
tion has so far shied away from specify­
ing despite insisting that a robust system 
is key to its plan to reopen the state.

Health Secretary Rachel Levine said 
the testing benchmark will be “aspi- 
rational,” and stressed that it will be

SPOTLIGHT©
one of many factors in deciding which 
counties or regions can safely begin to 
relax restrictions on May 8.

“There will be a number of statistical 
and public health measures that we’ll 
be looking at,” Levine said Tuesday, 
adding that the administration will also 
announce by Friday which areas of the

See TESTING, Page A3
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County leaders await 
reopening announcement
Commissioner: 
Northumberland 
County likely on list
From staff reports

County leaders across the Valley are 
taking a wait-and-see approach until the 
state reveals who will start the reopen­
ing process May 8, but Northumberland 
County has reason for optimism follow­

ing a call with Gov. Tom Wolf’s office.
Northumberland County Commis­

sioner Sam Schiccatano said he was in­
formed during the call that Northumber­
land County looks like it will be among 
the first to enter the yellow stage May 8.

Wolf last week revealed his three­
tiered plan to reopen the state. Counties 
will go from the current red phase — 
strict social distancing and a stay-at-home 
order — to yellow, with a slight easing 
of some restrictions, to green, when all

See REOPEN, Page A3
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Coronavirus State/Local
‘Hands-on’ experience goes online for nursing students

Provided photo

Wendy Nagy, is one of the CSIU LPN Center instruc­
tors working with students on their online curriculum 
during the COVID-19 shutdown.

ONLINE, from Page A1

burg, and Tawney Engel- 
berger, of Ashland, were 
two of the Bloomsburg Uni­
versity graduate nursing stu­
dents who recently took part 
in an online “patient” inter­
action with actors from the 
Bloomsburg Theatre Ensemble.

Heiss and Engelberger, who 
worked as registered nurses at 
Geisinger Medical Center, are 
graduate students in Bloomsburg 
University’s nurse anesthesia 
program, studying to become 
nurse anesthetists.

The two 29-year-olds, who 
both have two more years to 
go in the program, normally 
would have been doing their 
clinical work at Geisinger to 
get hands-on experience. The 
COVID-19 pandemic halted 
that when the state shut down 
schools, classes went online and 
hospitals stopped taking nursing 
students for clinicals.

Thanks to an endowment to 
the university’s nursing depart­
ment, nursing students who are 
finishing up their required clini­
cal hours are doing so through 
four different software programs 
rather than in a hospital setting.

Computer comfort
Campbell said the online clin­

ical programs actually offer an 
advantage because in clinical

rotations there is no way for a 
faculty member to be there all 
of the time with every student. 
The virtual program reinforces 
the importance of doing all of 
the steps.

“Having the virtual program 
is helping prepare (students), 
knowledge-wise, a little bit bet­
ter,” Campbell said.

Campbell said that while there 
is no substitute for hands-on pa­
tient care, computer knowledge 
is important for nurses, who will 
use computers in the workplace.

“I had 40-year-old students 
who had never used a computer,” 
he said.

Campbell noted a lot of non- 
traditional students haven’t

had experience with electronic 
health records.

When he started at CSIU a 
little over two years ago, a lot of 
students were coming out of the 
program not feeling comfortable 
with computers.

“I’m student-focused and I’m 
going to prepare students for the 
21st century,” he said.

“By luck, when we were shut 
down, we could go directly on­
line,” Campbell said. “We had 
all the necessary software avail­
able to do it.”

Acting like real patients
The online interaction the 

students participated in was 
a separate part of their online

training. Danny Roth and Cas­
sandra Pisieczko, were among 
the BTE actors playing patients 
over Zoom, an online version of 
what they’ve done face-to-face 
with the students over the past 
10 years.

“We were lucky to have most 
of our clinical experiences be­
fore COVID,” Heiss said. “It’s 
nice to compare. It’s less stress­
ful than in-person encounters. 
We can take our time and think 
how we can more effectively 
interact with the patient.”

“It's definitely a lot different, 
especially because of how artifi­
cial that it is,” said Engelberger.

Although both had worked as 
RNs at Geisinger, they did not 
have to work under the shadow 
of the pandemic. They took an 
eduational leave of absence a 
few months ago to enroll in the 
Nurse Anesthesia program.

“We won’t be going back (to 
work) until 2022,” Heiss said 
“We’re in our last two years.” 

She said she hopes they will 
be able to return to the hospital 
to do their clinical hours before 
then.

Kim Olszewski, Bloomsburg 
University associate professor 
of nursing and graduate nursing 
program coordinator, said one 
of four online clinical software 
programs the students are using, 
from Shadow Health, uses ava­
tars, electronic images in human

form that can be manipulated 
on the computer. Each software 
program is for a different nurs­
ing program.

According to Susan Fetter- 
man, chairwoman of BU’s De­
partment of Nursing, the pro­
grams are a computerized 
illustration of a patient. The stu­
dent and virtual patient can both 
ask and answer questions regard- 
ing symptoms and location of 
the symptom. The responses are 
evaluated as to what is the best 
response by the student and why.

The system allows faculty to 
evaluate the student’s ability to 
take care of a patient and allows 
students to learn how to interact 
with patients as well as what 
symptoms to look for.

Olszewski suggested purchas­
ing the software, with a $1.9 mil­
lion endowment from Ed and 
Julie Breiner.

Preparing for 21st century
The shutdown and lack of stu­

dents has not affected patient 
care, said a spokeswoman for 
Evangelical Community Hos­
pital, Lewisburg, which uses 
nursing students from Luzerne 
County Community College and 
Penn College of Technology.

“Evangelical Community 
Hospital supports up-and-com­
ing nurses in a variety of ways, 
including scholarships, intern­
ships, externships and on-the-job

clinical experience,” said hospi­
tal spokeswoman Deanna Hol- 
lenbach. “Those programs are 
all currently suspended during 
the COVID-19 response and will 
resume again once the hospital is 
back to normal operations. The 
hospital is currently properly 
staffed and suspending student 
programs has not impacted the 
ability to care for patients or to 
meet the medical needs of the 
community.”

Kimberly Delbo, director of 
nursing service and innovation at 
Emmanuel Home, Northumber­
land, is working on her Doctor 
in Nursing (DNP) and her son is 
seeking his bachelor of science 
in nursing (BSN), both online 
through Liberty University in 
Virginia. She said 30 percent 
of her direct care staff members 
are also nursing students in the 
CSIU LPN program or at Harris­
burg Area Community College, 
and they also are doing online 
simulation clinical.

“It’s nice to do simulation, but 
there is nothing like being able 
to have hands-on experience,” 
said Delbo, who also does con­
sulting. “I see some pros to doing 
more online learning — time 
efficiency and also being able 
to incorporate more technology 
to streamline the education pro­
cess. Our new normal is going to 
include more technology.”

Evangelical Community Hospital 
set to open some facilities
OPEN, from Page A1

Evangelical’s plans include 
the reopening of its ambulatory 
surgical center on May 11.

“Monday’s announcement 
permitting elective surgeries 
and procedures was certainly 
welcome news for the hospital,” 
Evangelical wrote in its daily 
online update. “With that said, 
reopening will be done as a me­
thodical, phased approach. The 
hospital needs to maintain the 
ability to address the continued 
presence of COVID-19 in the 
community and remain nimble 
enough to respond to a possible 
surge.”

A Geisinger official said the 
health system has not set a spe­
cific date for the return of elective 
procedures but continue to eye a 
gradual reopening.

Surgeries and procedures at 
the ambulatory surgical center 
will begin on May 11. Two ad­
ditional operating rooms at the 
hospital will open the same day 
to accommodate some elective 
cases but will be done in a bal­
anced approach to manage CO­
VID-19 volumes.

“We understand that many 
people may be living in dis­
comfort awaiting elective pro­
cedures. Ramping up to full 
operations with elective pro­
cedures is something that must 
be done gradually while con­
sidering several factors, most 
importantly of which is how 
COVID-19 is performing in our 
local communities,” said Geis­
inger spokesman Joe Stender. 
“Some things we need to con­
sider in determining a timeline 
for returning to elective proce­
dures are whether we have the 
testing capacity to test every­
one having surgery, whether we 
have enough of a blood supply, 
whether reassigned staff can 
be pulled back into their tradi­
tional roles and whether certain 
procedures could require a stay 
in the ICU.

“These factors and more are 
all being considered as part of 
a comprehensive plan we are 
building to gradually get us 
back to a place where we can 
start performing elective surgical 
procedures.”

On Monday, Evangelical will 
open its endoscopy center, along 
with gastroenterology, endocri­
nology, rheumatology, neurology, 
palliative medicine and psychol­
ogy-

Physical therapy clinics will 
begin to expand their appoint­
ment schedules to accommo­
date patients who were unable 
to complete their therapy prior 
to clinic closures. The clin­
ics that are currently closed 
will remain closed until the 
open clinics are operating at 
capacity.

Selinsgrove Imaging Center 
will resume limited operations 
on Monday.

COVID-19 tests for mothers
Geisinger will begin CO­

VID-19 testing for all pregnant 
mothers before delivery. The 
move comes as the hospital con­
tinues efforts to create a safer 
environment for its patients and 
providers, hospital officials said. 
All mothers admitted in labor 
or for scheduled delivery will 
receive a two-hour rapid CO- 
VI D-l 9 test.

“We understand the added 
stress and anxiety that CO­
VID-19 has presented in every­
one’s lives right now, especially 
our pregnant mothers. Our top 
concern is keeping mothers and 
babies safe and healthy,” said 
Elissa M. Concini, a registered 
nurse with Geisinger Women’s 
Health, quality and safety.

Statewide deaths increase
Another round of data recon­

ciliation added 479 deaths to the 
state’s COVID-19 total, fatal ities 
that have occurred over the past 
two weeks, state Department 
of Health officials announced 
Wednesday. The statewide death 
total is now 2,195.

“Some of the reconciliation 
and behind-the-scenes data anal­
ysis that takes days and weeks 
is being done on a regular basis, 
and that can lead to fluctuations 
in the data,” health department 
spokesman Nate Wardle said 
Wednesday.

There were no new cases in the 
Valley on Wednesday as the state 
announced another 1,102 cases. 
There are also no new cases in 
Valley nursing or personal care 
homes.

Since health officials began 
tracking data last month, there 
have been 44,366 total cases. 
More than 2,600 remain hos­
pitalized.

Pa. nursing homes hit by virus still not named
VIRUS, from Page A1

homes across the state. The 
state reported that 7,698 nurs­
ing home residents and 975 
nursing home employees have 
tested positive for coronavirus.

Only one facility in the Val­
ley, a nursing or care home in 
Northumberland County, has 
confirmed cases. The state 
said four residents and two em­
ployees have been or are being 
treated for COVID-19. County 
governement and emergency 
management officials have not 
been told which facility has 
been affected.

The Department of Health 
has been releasing data on the 
number of coronavirus cases 
and the number of a nursing 
home facilities per county that 
have reported coronavirus 
cases. The department repeat­
edly refused to publicize the 
names of the facilities where 
coronavirus turned up.

There are about 126,000 peo­
ple residing in nursing homes 
and assisted living facilities in 
Pennsylvania, according to the 
AARP

The state chapter of AARP 
last week called on the Depart­
ment of Health to begin naming 
facilities. But that demand has, 
as yet, gone unanswered.

“On other fronts, the state 
is moving fast, but we're still 
not seeing the transparency re­
garding nursing homes that the 
AARP has been calling for,” 
Bill Johnston-Walsh, state di­
rector for the AARP in Penn­
sylvania, said on Wednesday.

Privacy and confidentiality
Nate Wardle, a spokesman 

for the Department of Health, 
didn’t directly respond to a

question about why the depart­
ment has refused to release the 
names of nursing homes with 
coronavirus cases.

“We are constantly reviewing 
and considering what informa­
tion to release publicly, while 
also protecting the privacy and 
confidentiality of Pennsylva­
nians,” he said. “Discussions 
about data that we can provide 
are ongoing as we work to keep 
the public, and the media in­
formed.”

Health Secretary Dr. Rachel 
Levine in her Monday press 
briefing said the state is con­
sidering whether it should name 
the facilities where coronavi­
rus outbreaks have occurred, 
but said the facility operators 
ought to be notifying family 
members.

“We have to take into ac­
count many different factors, 
including patient privacy and 
confidentiality and the func­
tioning of the facility, versus 
the interests of people who 
want to know,” she said. “But 
really it’s the responsibility 
of the facilities to be notify­
ing the loved ones of patients. 
That’s where the primary re­
sponsibly lies but we’ll be 
considering other measures 
to make sure families get the 
information.”

A pattern
The state’s slow response to 

the calls for transparency follow 
a pattern that's been established 
by the administration through­
out the pandemic response, 
said state Rep. Garth Everett, 
R-Lycoming County, chairman 
of the House state government 
committee.

Lawmakers and the public 
have been frustrated over the 
state’s lack of transparency in
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determining which businesses 
got waivers to operate despite 
the governor’s business shut­
down. Now local officials and 
state lawmakers are struggling 
to the Wolf Administration to 
provide clearer explanations for 
how the state will determine 
which counties or regions are 
the first to see business restric­
tions relaxed, he said.

“We’re told those decisions 
will be data-driven, but they 
won’t tell us what data is being 
used,” Everett said.

The same issue is at play in 
the controversy over naming 
nursing homes that have had 
coronavirus outbreaks, he said.

Creates more questions
The state’s move to release 

general data about coronavirus 
cases in long-term care facili­
ties only creates more questions 
because people can see that 
there are facilities near them 
impacted but they don’t know 
which ones, he said.

Releasing the names of the 
impacted facilities would help 
relatives by alleviating concerns 
of confirming them, he said.

Naming the facilities “is not 
to be punitive. We don’t want 
to give them a ‘Scarlet A’, but 
people want to know,” Everett 
said.

Pennsylvania isn’t alone 
in refusing to name nursing 
homes impacted by corona­
virus outbreaks. Maryland, 
Virginia, Louisiana, Texas 
and Michigan are among the 
states that haven’t released 
the names of nursing homes 
hit by coronavirus outbreaks 
either, according to the Wash-

ington Post. Other states have 
been more open, including 
California, Florida and South 
Carolina.

In its letter, the AARP noted 
that there have been reports 
that family members are com­
plaining that facility operators 
aren’t providing clear informa­
tion about coronavirus cases.

“At this same time, federal 
regulators have halted regular 
inspections and DOH is only 
investigating complaints when 
it’s indicated that patients are 
in immediate jeopardy. With 
family members and court- 
appointed guardians not al­
lowed into facilities to check 
on their loved one, they need 
and frankly, deserve access to 
timely information, including 
COVID-19 infections, mortali­
ties in the facility, and staffing 
levels,” Johnston-Walsh wrote 
in the letter.

Adam Maries, CEO of Lead- 
ingAge PA, a trade group rep­
resenting nonprofit long-term 
care facilities, said in an email 
that the group hasn’t been lob­
bying to keep the names of fa­
cilities with coronavirus cases 
secret.
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