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Salute to this year’s Tribland graduates. - Inside

Friday, May 7, 2021

weather

72

50

TODAY Mostly sunny. 
South-southwest wind 5-15 mph.

TONIGHT Partly cloudy. Wind 
gusts as high as 20 mph.
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OMAHA — Nebraska law-
makers on Thursday gave ini-
tial approval to watered-down 
coronavirus protections for 
meatpacking workers, but 
the measure faced opposition 
even though many plants are 
already following the pro-
posed requirements.

Senators advanced the bill, 27-
16, through the first of  three re-
quired votes, which is enough 
to pass it but not enough to 
override a veto if  Republican 
Gov. Pete Ricketts objects. A 
similar measure stalled in the 
Legislature last year.

The measure advanced after 
its sponsor agreed to strip out 
a 6-foot separation require-
ment for line workers and 
tougher ventilation require-

ments. Plant officials argued 
that the 6-foot requirement 
was impractical and noted 
that they have installed plas-
tic dividers to protect work-
ers. They said the ventilation 
requirements were too costly 
for some plants.

The bill’s sponsor, Sen. Tony 
Vargas, of  Omaha, said he 
has worked in good faith with 
plant officials and other op-
ponents, but that lawmakers 
aren’t focusing enough on the 
safety of  plant workers.

“Their concerns and cries 
for help have not been fully 
acknowledged or addressed 
in the way I think they should 
be,” said Vargas, whose father 
died from the virus last year 
and whose district includes 
several meatpacking plants.

Vargas said 7,382 Nebraska 

meatpacking workers have 
tested positive since the pan-
demic began, 256 have been 
hospitalized and 28 have died. 
Early in the pandemic, several 
Nebraska meatpacking towns 
were considered coronavirus 
hotspots. Ricketts and other 
governors said cases were 
spiking because workers lived 
together in close quarters.

Opponents said the bill was 
unnecessary because Nebras-
ka’s plants have already in-
troduced safety measures that 
essentially match the pro-
posed requirements, and that 
the situation is under control. 
They also argued that regulat-
ing meat plants is a federal re-
sponsibility.

Sen. Julie Slama, of  Peru, 
said the bill would require 
the state to apply for a federal 

waiver to the U.S. Occupa-
tional Health and Safety Ad-
ministration, a process that 
would take at least six months. 
She said the delay would leave 
the state requirements in 
place for only a few months, 
because under the bill, they’re 
set to expire on June 30, 2022.

Slama said two of  Nebras-
ka’s larger plants, Lincoln 
Premium Poultry and Smith-
field, currently have no con-
firmed cases, and the over-
whelming majority of  the 
state’s meatpacking workers 
have received at least one vac-
cination shot.

Sen. Mike Groene, of  North 
Platte, said the bill is a feel-
good effort to show empathy 
for the workers and inserts 

Nebraska advances virus protections for meatpacking workers
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W
hen the 
oppor-
tunity 
presented 
itself  for 

Kailey Rayburn to have 
a voice amplification 
system, the Lincoln El-
ementary second-grade 
teacher didn’t think she 
was a priority.

“I said I’d love to have 
one, but I don’t need to 
be the first on the list 
because I thought I was 
a pretty loud person — 
that my kids could hear 
me well and engage,” 
she said. “As the speak-
ers slowly came in, they 
were asking teachers 
with the biggest classes 
and the highest needs. 
So I said, ‘Sure. I’ll try 
it.’ My teaching part-
ner (fellow Lincoln sec-
ond-grade teacher Ro-
chelle Andersen) had 
gotten one and said she 

loved it and said, ‘You 
really need to fight to be 
the next one.’ ”

Rayburn and Ander-
sen are among 86 class-
room teachers from 
throughout the Hast-
ings Public Schools who 
received voice ampli-
fication systems so far 
this year, courtesy of  
the HPS Foundation.

Craig Kautz, execu-
tive director of  the HPS 
Foundation, said those 
86 voice systems repre-
sent slightly more than 
half  of  all the district 
classrooms. The major-
ity of  the new systems 
went into elementary 
schools.

“You can always tell 
when teachers know 
something is a good 
thing,” Kautz said. 
“They start asking 
for it. Early on, I don’t 
know if  all of  our staff 
felt this way, but it’s just 
been kind of  a growing 
chorus: ‘Boy, this really 
does work; this is some-
thing I appreciate.’ ”

He has received thank 
you notes from many of  
the teachers and princi-

Amplifying 
learning

HPS FOUNDATION  
HAS PURCHASED  

NEARLY 90 VOICE 
AMPLIFICATION 

SYSTEMS FOR TEACHERS

AMY ROH/Tribune

Jade Bartunek teaches class with a voice amplification system 
April 12 at Watson Elementary School.
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Education is the foun-
dation upon which 
Bradley Keasling has 

built his 
career as 
a busi-
nessman, 
teacher 
and educa-
tor.

The re-
cipient 
of  the 

2021 Outstanding 
Alumni Award from 
Central Community 
College-Hastings, the 
40-year-old husband 
and father of  two will 
deliver an inspirational 
address to graduates at 
this year’s CCC-Hast-
ings commencement 
ceremony at 2 p.m. Fri-
day at Heartland Event 
Center in Grand Island.

Keasling is a Harvard 
native. His career path 
has spanned multiple 
commercial enterprises, 
including farming, the 
meat industry, retail, 
manufacturing, finance, 
banking and sales.

A natural-born leader 
by his own assessment, 
he believes his early 
years of  working the 
family farm near Har-
vard and subsequent 
pursuit of  a degree in 
information technology 
and networking at CCC 
helped instill in him a 
solid work ethic and de-
termination to complete 
tasks. Both have served 
him well in the business 
world.

“I’m a product of  a 
great community college 
story,” Keasling said. 
“The thing back in the 
late ‘90s when I was in 
high school was I wanted 
to go to UNL to get the 
best education, so I was 
really disappointed I 
wasn’t going there with 
all of  my friends.

Foundation 

of success

‘COMPUTER GEEK’ 
TURNED OUTSTANDING 

ALUM TO TOUT 
IMPORTANCE  

OF PERSEVERANCE  
AT CCC-HASTINGS 

GRADUATION FRIDAY

Keasling
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When members of  the 
Hastings Board of  Edu-
cation meet on Monday, 
they will act on a rec-
ommendation from dis-
trict administration to 
ease the district’s mask 
policy.

At a work session 
Thursday, Superin-
tendent Jeff Schnei-
der recommended that 
effective May 17, face 
coverings be “recom-

mended” as opposed to 
required in all HPS fa-
cilities.

New directed health 
measures went into ef-
fect Thursday. The di-
rected health measures 
no longer require stu-
dents to be quarantined 
for exposure to one pos-
itive case when masks 
aren’t in use.

Adults also have had 
the opportunity to get 
the vaccine, thus limit-
ing their risk.

May 17 is the day after 
Hastings High School 
graduation.

Given the fact that the 
district expects a large 
crowd in the gym for 
graduation, administra-
tors feel that the safest 
thing to do is to require 

the face coverings for 
the event.

This can be revisited 
by the board at any 
time.

Schneider thanked Mi-
chele Bever, executive 
director of  the South 
Heartland District 
Health Department, and 
Dr. Curtis Reimer, dis-
trict physician, for their 
continued guidance.

Parents and staff 
members also have 
reached out.

“I want to empha-
size when I spoke with 
both Dr. Bever and Dr. 
Reimer (Wednesday), 
both of  them said to 
me, ‘We understand 
where you’re going 
with this recommenda-
tion,’ ” Schneider said. 

“ ‘We support it. Please, 
please emphasize the 
fact that we highly rec-
ommend wearing face 
coverings. We under-
stand what you are do-
ing, but please don’t 
lose that.’ ”

Prior to announce-
ment of  the new di-
rected health measures, 
Schneider was planning 
to propose making the 
change effective May 24.

“That made great 
sense to me because we 
got through the school 
year and major activi-
ties,” he said.

It was a fear for 
Schneider that a stu-
dent would be forced 
out of  a major event in 
his or her career be-
cause that student was 

sitting next to someone 
who had COVID-19 and 
didn’t wear a mask.

“I didn’t want to speak 
to a parent or a child 
who was crushed be-
cause they couldn’t 
participate in senior 
honors night, or a con-
cert, or graduation, or 
whatever the event was 
that’s so important to 
those kids at the end of  
the year,” he said.

According to the new 
directed health mea-
sures, that student 
won’t be quarantined in 
that scenario.

So he moved up the 
timeline to May 17, 
which is the day after 
graduation.

From the beginning of  
the school year, Schnei-

der was most concerned 
about quarantines.

“What we were wor-
ried about was keeping 
kids at school,” he said.

Teachers can ask stu-
dents to wear masks in 
their classrooms but 
can’t require it.

The only way a stu-
dent would miss the last 
week of  school is if  he 
or she tests positive for 
COVID-19.

Board member Tracey 
Katzberg expressed con-
cern about students fol-
lowing the requirement 
between May 11 and 
May 17.

“It’s not perfect,” 
Schneider said. “You 
won’t hear me say it’s 

HPS board to act on easing mask policy
SUPERINTENDENT 

RECOMMENDS MAKING 
MASKS RECOMMENDED 
AS OF MAY 17; MOST 

BOARD MEMBERS FAVOR 
MAY 11
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