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As colleges and universities respond to the COVID-19 outbreak,
many in the media call it unprecedented. This is not the first time that
institutions of higher education have had to respond to an epidemic,

Figure 1. Iowa State University’s Gymnasium was transformed into a
hospital during the 1918 influenza pandemic (courtesy of the University
Photograph Collection, Department of Military Science, Iowa State University
Special Collections).
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however. A historical review of college and university reactions to
illnesses such as yellow fever and the 1918 influenza pandemic pro-
vides prior examples of institutional responses to epidemic diseases.

Yellow Fever and Early Southern College Responses

Yellow fever outbreaks in the United States go back to the late
seventeenth century. Deanne Nuwer’s focus in Plague Among the
Magnolias is how officials in the South addressed yellow fever concerns
through quarantine procedures over a century, including the creation
of the first state board of health in the country, in Louisiana in 1855.1
Her coverage of the disease’s impact on academic institutions is lim-
ited, focusing exclusively on those in Mississippi and Louisiana in
1878. Nonetheless, her account provides important context for
understanding the disease’s broad impact both on campus and
throughout the South.

One of the first signs of the epidemic involved a high visibility
death. Prior to the surge of cases in the late summer of 1878, yellow
fever claimed the life of John Edward Leonard, a Louisiana congress-
man, in March.2 In this early case, warnings of the future were appar-
ent. Leonard had recently returned from Washington, DC, indicating
the disease’s ability to spread quickly. This public attention perhaps
solidified the need for public institutions to respond.

Newspapers across the nation carried stories of illness and death,
the struggles to stop it, and fund-raising efforts to help those infected
and contain its spread. Some early reports, however, treated outbreaks
less seriously. On June 21, 1878, a Memphis, Tennessee, newspaper
covered a cholera report from New Orleans and Pensacola as part of
its “Ledger Lines” column, hidden among reports of travel, visitation,
and the increased consumption of lager in New York. The column
states, “It is rumored that yellow fever prevails in New Orleans and
Pensacola, the latter city being under quarantine.”3 By August, prior
to most educational institutions opening, there was no more need
for rumors as the illness had spread throughout the South. Deaths esca-
lated in many areas, but there was some inconsistency in reporting.
While the August 28th Denver Daily Tribune noted forty-nine deaths
in New Orleans and thirty-three in Memphis on August 27th, other
reports showed a much higher daily average.4 For example a The

1Deanne Stephens Nuwer, Plague Among the Magnolias: The 1878 Yellow Fever
Epidemic in Mississippi (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2009).

2“Death of Congressman Leonard,”Harrisburg (PA) Telegraph,March 16, 1878, 1.
3“Ledger Lines,” Public Ledger (Memphis, TN), June 21, 1878, 3.
4“The Yellow Fever,” Denver Daily Tribune, Aug. 28, 1878, 1.
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Inter Ocean,Chicago newspaper, reported at that “The mortuary report
for the week ending Sunday evening at 6 p.m. shows death from all
causes 493, of which 308 were of yellow fever.”5 The illness continued
to spread through September, when northern newspapers started
reporting the outbreaks by town. A section of daily reports compiled
stated that on September 18, 1878, New Orleans had sixty-seven
deaths with fifty-five more occurring the next day, while Baton
Rouge reported forty-three deaths for September 19th, including for-
mer Governor Samuel Bard, andMemphis lost ninety-one people in a
24 hour period.6

Articles seeking to allay fears also became more prevalent, as one
article attributed to the Atlanta Constitution indicated that cities such as
Atlanta were safe. Yellow fever was described as a “creeping plague”
that advanced “about forty feet per day,”with the “infected atmosphere
[lying] close to the ground, a high wall often arresting its progress.”7
Despite dubious theories such as these, some cities such as Natchez,
Mississippi, implemented quarantines:

There is a rigidly enforced quarentine [sic], and the wharfboat has been
moved one and a half miles below the city. Person or persons coming from
any part where any infections or contagious disease exists or may have
existed within twenty days from their departure, such person or persons
if landed, shall be detained at the quarantine station for a period of not less
than ten days.8

September, however, continued to be threatening, with reports
breaking down the number of deaths by the hour; the Leavenworth
(Kansas) Times reported that on September 9 alone, “from noon to
six o’clock in the evening, thirty-three deaths were reported to the
Board of Health” in New Orleans.9

The response by institutions of higher education to these stories
in the press was isolation, and many institutions remained closed for
most of the fall:

The Mississippi Military Institute in Pass Christian announced that its
next session would begin on the first Monday in November instead of
its usual September opening. In Jackson County, officials canceled the
school session in Scranton until November 1. Further inland, Meridian

5“NewOrleans: NewCases andDeaths”The (Chicago) Inter Ocean, Aug. 27, 1878, 5
6“The Yellow Fever,” Transcript (Mower County, MN), Sept. 26, 1878, 2.
7“How Yellow Fever Travels,” Mansfield (PA) Advertiser, Sept. 4, 1878, 1. The

same story spread across the country, appearing in newspapers in a wide variety of
places including Missouri, Pennsylvania, Tennessee and Washington State.

8“Our Natchez Letter,” Feliciana Sentinel (St. Francisville, LA), Aug. 17, 1878, 2.
9“The Souls’ Flight,” Leavenworth (KS) Times, Sept. 10, 1878, 1.
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Female College delayed its opening until October 1, and local newspa-
pers announced that “Oxford University [the University of Mississippi]
will open on the 31st of October. This postponement has been made on
account of the epidemic prevailing through out the land.” The epidemic
proved to be more virulent than first anticipated by the University of
Mississippi’s board of trustees; as a result, the school session was again
delayed until November 21. Because of this lengthy postponement, the
trustees in 1878 canceled all Christmas holidays except December 25.10

Colleges seemed ill-suited to responding to epidemic diseases.
For some, going to college meant traveling, including crossing lines
of quarantine. Further, college life was inherently modeled on gather-
ings in locales such as lecture halls, chapels, dining halls, and resi-
dences, which only furthered the spread of disease. Student travel
and the expectations of social contact affected how a college could
respond, and most colleges had no protocol in place. While some insti-
tutions made initial moves in considering student health and wellness,
most colleges had no system or staff in place for caring or monitoring
student health. Thus, during the 1878 outbreak of yellow fever, the
institutions relegated control to local responses and “shotgun” quaran-
tines to ensure their safety.

Even with delaying the start of the fall term, some institutions did
not recover. The Chalmers Institute in Holly Springs, Mississippi,
closed in 1878, an educational casualty of the virus. By the end of
the outbreak, the institutions of learning had lost time, students, facil-
ities, and some credibility among the population by acting as a
bystander. When the 1918 influenza pandemic occurred, however,
the response was different.

The Influenza Outbreak of 1918

Often called the “Spanish Flu,” the 1918 pandemic flu had more of an
impact on colleges and universities, forcing them to respond more
comprehensively. One reason for this increased response was that
this flu did not follow the normal influenza mortality rate, as Nancy
Bristow explains in her study of the 1918 pandemic, American
Pandemic: The Lost Worlds of the 1918 Influenza Epidemic:

High rates of infection and death were made all the more startling, and
ultimately more disruptive, as Americans recognized just who it was
who was sickening and dying. Influenza is traditionally associated with
an age-specific mortality chart shaped like a “U,” the result of high
death rates among infants and the elderly. Infection rates during the
1918 pandemic remained consistent with this model as children

10Nuwer, Plague Among the Magnolias, 31.
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evidenced the high rate of illness. Mortality rates, though, defied previous
patterns associated with influenza as 99 percent of excess influenza deaths
occurred among Americans younger than 65. The result was a W-shaped
mortality chart that reflected the surprisingly high death rates for adults
between 20 and 40, a population that suffered almost half of the pandemic
deaths in the United States.11

This was important for colleges and universities, which during
this time were home to students between 18 of 22 as well as hosts
for soldiers training for military services on campus during WWI.
This additional impact on college-age populations forced schools to
be more responsive to the threat.

A 1918 timeline published by the Philadelphia Board of Health
provides insight into how the first wave of the pandemic began. On
July 22, 1918, the Department of Public Health issued its first bulletin
regarding the influenza and the possibility of it spreading. Despite this
early bulletin, Kenneth C. Davis’More Deadly Than War demonstrates
that Philadelphia followed an example set by Bostonwhich held a parade
in early September, holding one of its own on September 28th – and both
cities saw rapid increases in outbreaks after their events.12 By September
30, the problemwasmore serious, with notices that “schools may be kept
open for the present in order that the children may be kept under obser-
vation of the medical inspectors,” a precedent that lasted only until
October 3, when churches, schools, theaters, and other public places
were closed, and all funeral services had to be private.13

Responses varied in other places. The health commissioner in
Roanoke, Virginia, W. Brownley Foster, originally had the support
of the media with his initiatives to close schools, churches, and places
of entertainment in late September. When the first outbreak seemingly
passed in early October, he recommended only slowly opening those
facilities. By the middle of October, the World News was assuring
readers that the virus was under control in a front page story.14 By
the end of themonth, the editors of theWorld News turned on him, decry-
ing that slow openings would only make larger crowds.15 The virus then
returned for its second wave, creating a sense that the illness was

11Nancy Bristow, American Pandemic: The Lost Worlds of the 1918 Influenza Epidemic
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 4.

12Kenneth C. Davis, More Deadly Than War: The Hidden History of the Spanish Flu
and the First World War, (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2018), 75–6.

13“What the Health Department Has Done to Curb the Epidemic of Influenza,”
Monthly Bulletin of the Department of Public Health and Charities of the City of Philadelphia 3,
no. 10–11 (Oct.-Nov. 1918).

14“Influenza Is Now Under Control,” Roanoke (NC) World News, Oct. 16, 1918, 1.
15Roanoke (NC) WorldNews, Oct. 29, 1918, 6; For further details on the events in

Roanoke see Bristow, American Pandemic, 82–84.

Higher Education Institutions Respond to Epidemics 189

https://doi.org/10.1017/heq.2020.11  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/heq.2020.11


everywhere and spreading, yet the newspaper and magazines of the time
did not always support closure. The perceived need to return to normal
did not always align with the concerns of individual health boards.

Beyond the impact of the various health boards, other govern-
mental entities influenced how institutions addressed the 1918 flu pan-
demic. In the context of the First World War, the federal government
took a role in responding to this flu outbreak even as the war neared its
end. Secretary of State William Gibbs McAdoo initiated policies to
minimize the spread to government officials and those near
Washington offices by modifying the working hours for some govern-
ment employees, thus leaving fewer cars on the roads and fewer people
in the streets.16 Further, colleges were turned into military training
centers, with most state schools converted into Student Army
Training Corps (SATC) bases. 17

With soldiers mobilized for World War I, the virus spread as sol-
diers traveled to and from bases and went abroad. Unlike yellow fever,
the flu did not depend on mosquitos and the climate to ensure spread-
ing, but rather was passed person to person. In 1918, the northern states
were in as much danger as the southern states, and overcrowding in
cities made the spread more of an issue. The “Spanish flu” was met
with a significantlymore advanced scientific understanding of how dis-
eases spread than was yellow fever. In 1878, newspapers carried such
incorrect scientific theories as yellow fever lying only close to the
ground and being able to be stopped by walls that would stop low
lying fogs.18 By 1918, medical science had advanced to a greater degree
and the spread of illnesses was better understood.

Still, the willingness of the population to respond to the outbreak
seemed remarkably high. Ogden, Utah, passed an ordinance that
required all sales clerks to wear a mask to prevent the spread of disease,
with violators subject to a fine.19 Michigan passed ordinances designed
to limit the spread of the illness by halting the admission of new sol-
diers into military camps, the only exception being military training at
“college training schools.”20 As businesses, community centers, and the

16“Spanish Influenza Known as Three-Day Fever and Also as ‘Flu’ in
Washington, D.C.,” Ogden (UT) Standard, Oct. 7, 1918, 10.

17Bureau of Education, Biennial Survey of Education, 1916–18, vol. 1 (Washington,
DC: Government Printing office, 1921), 59–65.

18“How Yellow Fever Travels,” Puget Sound Weekly Argus, Sep. 26, 1878, 6.
19“Clerks in Stores, Failing to Wear Masks, Are Brought into City Court and

Fined,” Ogden (UT) Standard. Dec. 6, 1918, 6.
20Katie Jones, “The Forgotten Pandemic: A Short History of the 1918–1919

Influenza Outbreak & the Effect on Kalamazoo and Western State Normal
School,” (honors thesis, Western Michigan University, 2013), https://scholarworks.
wmich.edu/honors_theses/2249.
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military all began to respond to the epidemic, institutions of higher
learning also established varied responses, some more effective than
others.

Higher education did not respond universally or with any consen-
sus. For a brief time, universities and colleges in small, rural towns far
from major urban centers hoped to avoid the outbreak.21 One such
institution was the State College of Washington in Pullman,
Washington, which dedicated an entire section of its biennial report
to the topic of the “Spanish Influenza,” including this excerpt:

While it was known by the college authorities that the epidemic of
Spanish influenza was sweeping the country, was world-wide in fact, it
was believed that the State College in its position of comparative isolation
from the centers of population and traffic might escape a serious attack of
the malady.

Figure 2. Cots for use by ill students lined the halls of a campus building
at the Colorado Agricultural College (courtesy of the University Historic
Photograph Collection, CSU Morgan Library Archives & Special Collections,
Colorado State University).

21John R. Thelin, A History of American Higher Education (Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2019), 141.
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These hopes were justified until the arrival of the October fifteenth
detachment of six hundred student-soldiers who, by the War
Department, had been assigned to this institution for vocational training
in military trades. In spite of all that could be done by the college author-
ities and the officers in command of the detachment, Spanish influenza
assumed a very serious aspect, and a number of fatalities occurred.22

Colleges and universities in some locales responded quickly by
closing, others were more hesitant. The various responses were not
always the decision of the institutions as they responded to health
boards, government policies, and a host of other factors. Institutional
responses, therefore, were not universal as institutions weighed stu-
dent needs with state, county, and city responses. There was no
national or regional coordination; each institution responded in its
own time and context, according to the dictates of state, county, or
city health boards. For example, Indiana University, the University
of Illinois, and the University of Colorado all followed different
response paths. Indiana University closed on October 10, 1918, for
ten days in compliance with the state board of health.23 Meanwhile,
Thomas Arkle Clark, dean of men at the University of Illinois,
reported in the Daily Illini that the institution could not notify faculty
in the crisis, saying, “It is impossible in the present crisis to notify
instructors of the illness of students.…We will report to the military
office daily, but that is all that is feasible for us to do at present.”24 In the
same issue of this student newspaper, physician J. Howard Beard also
posted a small notice: “Influenza cases among students not in the S.A.T.
C. must be reported at 200 Men’s Gymnasium.”25

Oddly enough, despite such conditions and a seemingly discon-
nected communication, Beard and Clark managed to keep the
University of Illinois open throughout the length of the pandemic
from 1918 through 1920. Beard accomplished this, for better or
worse, by extending the number of hospital beds from thirty to four
hundred, while Arkle “corresponded with the parents of infected stu-
dents, notified them of medical changes, and, too often during this

22“Spanish Influenza,” in Thirteenth Biennial Report of the Board of Regents of the State
College of Washington, Pullman, Washington (Olympia, WA: Frank M. Lamborn Public
Printer 1918), 8.

23“State University Puts Closing Order in Force,” The Indianapolis News, Oct. 10,
1918, 8.

24“Flu Cases Number More than 300 in Hospitals,” Daily Illini (Champaign, IL),
Oct. 11, 1918, 1.

25“Bulletin Board,”Daily Illini (Champaign, IL), Oct. 11, 1918, 4.
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epidemic, expressed condolences and coordinated financial and mate-
rial transactions after a student’s death.”26

Other institutions, like the University of Colorado, seemingly
held out until the last wave of the illness in 1920. A simple headline,
“State University Closes Due to Flu,” was followed by a single sen-
tence, “The state University, the public schools, churches, and theatres
have been closed by the city health board as a result of the influenza.”27
However, a society announcement in the same paper provided more
information: “According to reports from the state university at Boulder
the school has been closed due to the number of cases of influenza
there. 100 cases are reported among the students, many of whom
will probably return home while the university is closed.”28 These
institutions encapsulate the varied responses—early closures during
the initial outbreak, refusal to close, and, finally, closing during the
final wave of the epidemic.

In the end, colleges and universities responded in their own ways,
depending on their location, the stakeholders, and the impact on col-
lege life from the social to intercollegiate activities. Early in the first
wave, Arthur Twining Hadley, president of Yale University, post-
poned a late October faculty reception to limit the risk of faculty expo-
sure.29 Citing war issues and the increase in flu outbreaks, most college
football games were canceled. This left the University ofMichigan and
University of Illinois football teams as “co-champions”, with the
University of Michigan lamenting, “Illinois was more fortunate in
not having the influenza situation cancel some of her games.”30
Throughout 1918,Michigan limited travel and points of contact, inter-
rupting the operations of the extension offices and related community-
focused courses such as beekeeping until the outbreak ended.31
Eventually, the institution canceled convocation and graduation
ceremonies.32

Other residential educational institutions also experienced flu
outbreaks. Native American schools such as Chemawa Indian School

26Angela Jordan, “Influenza Epidemic of 1918,” University of Illinois Archives,
June 25, 2013. https://archives.library.illinois.edu/blog/influenza-epidemic-of-
1918/

27“State University Closes Due to Flu,”Montrose (CO) Daily Press, Feb. 3, 1920, 1.
28“Roll of Honor,” Montrose (CO) Daily Press, Feb. 3, 1920, 2.
29Bristow, American Pandemic, 50.
30“Season’s Review,” Michigan Alumnus 25, no. 239 (Dec. 1918), 192.
31Fifty-Eigth Annual Report of the State Board of Agriculture of the State of Michigan and

Thirty-Second Annual Report of the Experiment Station. Indiana: Fort Wayne Printing Co,
188

32“Convocation Not to Be Held This Year,”Michigan Alumnus 25, no. 239 (Dec.
1918), 147.
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in Salem, Oregon lost students to the illness. The administrator was
quick to point out that the influenza “was no worse here than else-
where,” but that proved little comfort to one mother, unable to attend
the immediate funeral or reclaim an already buried body.33 The losses
seemed insurmountable in some ways—educational institutions were
losing students, administrators, faculty, and community connectivity,
while often having to address the removal and burial of bodies.

One significant example of the flu’s devastation occurred at the
University of North Carolina (UNC). In the spring of 1915, Edward
Kidder Graham became the new president of UNC.34 Graham was
well respected and considered socially oriented, capable, and a step
in the right direction in modernizing the university. A believer in
social responsibility, he was elected president of the North Carolina
Conference for Social Service in 1916.35 Graham’s wife would suc-
cumb to an illness in late 1916, but he proceeded in his work at the
University of North Carolina. When influenza struck campus in
1918, he worked tirelessly to ensure the safety of students, often
responding directly to parents:

On Oct. 7, 1918, the concerned father of a UNC student wrote a letter to
University President Edward Kidder Graham. He wanted Graham to
notify him if his son got infected by a strain of influenza—the Spanish
flu. “Should our son John come down with influenza,” wrote the parent,
“and his condition in any sense be serious, please notify of same (sic) by
wire at my expense.”… “There are thirty cases in the hospital,” Graham
wrote back to the parent on Oct. 19. “This shows a steady decrease from
the maximum of about one hundred and thirty. There are twenty in the
convalescent building. These men are virtually well; they are simply
being detained there as a precaution.36

Within two days of that response, however, Graham himself fell
ill and ultimately died from influenza on October 26, 1918.37
Newspapers in the state and throughout the country took notice.
One paper lamented, “He had become one of the foremost educators
of the United States, and under his leadership our University was pul-
sating with marvelous energy. A marvelous mind had he.”38 UNC

33Bristow, American Pandemic, 40–42.
34“New University Head in North Carolina,” (New York) Sun, April 18, 1915, 8.
35“Dr. Graham President,” Hickory (NC) Daily Record, Jan. 26, 1916, 3.
36Bill Cozens, “102 Years Ago, the Spanish Flu Hit Campus. What Can It Teach

Us About Pandemics,” Daily Tar Heel (Chapel Hill, NC), March 16, 2020, https://www.
dailytarheel.com/article/2020/03/spanish-flu-1918-0317

37“Dr. Edward Kidder Graham,” Tar Heel (Chapel Hill, NC), Oct. 30, 1918, 1–2.
38Rockingham (NC) Post Dispatch, Oct. 31, 1918, 4.
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quickly appointed Marvin Hendrix Stacy as acting president.39
However, within two months of assuming the role, he too succumbed
to the flu.While less covered in themedia, the university definitely felt
the uncertainty the death caused, with one faculty member lamenting:

This winter will go down in University tradition as one of heavy loss and
mourning. Three of the University’s most noted figures and leaders have
been taken by death. Two of them were just attaining the zenith of their
powers and usefulness, men of rare gifts, of splendid qualities of mind and
heart, who had won an assured place in the esteem and affections of the
community and the state, of whom we were justly proud and in whose
care and guidance we had fondly hoped the University would be safe
for years to come.40

UNC stands as a noteworthy example of an institution that lost mul-
tiple upper level administrators and thus faced a crisis in leadership.

Still, during these losses, there were signs that colleges and uni-
versities were taking an active role despite shutdowns and orders
against large gatherings. Some campuses engaged home economics
staff and extension offices with kitchens in supporting hospitals in
dire need of food (“vast quantities of broth, egg lemonades, custards
and other good things”), while in North Carolina, emergency wards
at the state college of agriculture and engineering benefited from
these same services and from having an extension agent serve as a
nurse.41 Likewise, the University of Michigan documented the out-
reach of what would now be considered student affairs divisions, doc-
umenting that “During the epidemic of the Spanish influenza, the
various sororities, dormitories, and house club organizations have
been giving their services in providing meals served from their own
kitchens to the convalescent members of the S.A.T.C. The girls have
carried on this work under the direction of the Dean of Women. They
have provided, in many cases, not only the meals, but also the maga-
zines, fruit and flowers.”42

Student records like yearbooks and newspapers began to serve as
catalogs of those lost. Some 1919 yearbooks, such as the Kentuckian at
the University of Kentucky, opened with words of loss: “We have been
hampered by one of the most unfortunate years any University has

39“Professor M.H. Stacy is Acting President,” Tar Heel (Chapel Hill, NC), Nov.
13, 1918, 3.

40F. P. Venable, “Dean Stacy and the University” University of North Carolina
Record, no. 163, March 1919, 7.

41“Extension Workers Combating Influenza,” Provemont (MI) Courier, Dec. 5,
1918, 7.

42“Women’s Organizations Provide Meals,”Michigan Alumnus 26, no. 238 (Nov.
1918), 70.
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ever weathered.” The yearbook included a Dedication and an
Appreciation to those in the military killed in action, as well listing
those in each class who died of the influenza.43 The Kentuckian went
on to document the role that the illness played in furloughs and delays,
as barracks were erected near the football field for their SATC:

Hardly had the men become established in their new quarters, however,
when the influenza germ invaded their ranks. So quickly did it proceed
that on October 11, a furlough was granted section ‘A’ men.…The
Lexington Red Cross established hospitals on campus, and with volunteer
trained and untrained nurses successfully combatted the disease.44

Despite that, the flu returned to the campus, prompting more fur-
loughs and delays until December, when the SATC was disbanded
due to the end of the war.

There were also new educational opportunities—sometimes
brief, sometimes sustained—for institutions of higher learning in
addressing the crisis. One was the expansion of nursing courses for
African American women. The Red Cross began offering training in
“practical elementary nursing,” noting that “many of the women
took the work to fit themselves to care for the sick in their own
homes more efficiently,” and that “there has been a great demand for
practical colored nurses during the present influenza epidemic.”45
Bristow cites an article describing “a makeshift hospital that operated
in the early days of the epidemic and heralded the social diversity of
the staff, which included ‘army doctors,’ ‘army medical students,’
‘trained nurses, and ‘college professors, teachers, Red Cross aids, vol-
unteers from offices after office hours…’”46 As the military effort also
drew away males, universities began to offer more trainings for
women. At the Medical College of Michigan, Dr. F. G. Novy arranged
courses in “Hygiene and Bacteriology” to address “the increased
demand for trained women assistants for the work in the laboratories
in the army and in public health service.”47

Some colleges and universities saw their faculty and students ele-
vated to esteemed levels for a host of reasons. Victor C. Vaughan, dean
of the medical school at the University of Michigan, was awarded the

43“Forward,” in The Kentuckian 20 (Nashville, TN: Benson Printing Company,
1919), n.p.

44The Kentuckian, 115.
45“New Colored Nursing Class May Be Formed,” Indianapolis News, Oct. 26,

1918, 13.
46Bristow, American Pandemic, 74.
47“Technical Courses Arranged forWomen,”Michigan Alumnus 25, no. 238 (Nov.

1918), 71.
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Distinguished Service Medal by the War Department for services
“rendered in connection with communicable diseases, and especially
in checking the spread of the influenza epidemic.”48 University faculty
who worked to save students found themselves honored not only
within their program or school but by the entire institution, as was
the case with engineering professor William Muir Edwards at the
University of Alberta. Edwards, already hailed as a hero for saving stu-
dents during a 1910 typhoid outbreak by repairing a faulty water treat-
ment plant, succumbed to the flu in November 1918 while caring for
students. Dying on his thirty-ninth birthday, he was immortalized with
an institutional plaque and a fund that still bears his name.49 Milton
Joseph Rosenau, professor of preventive medicine at Harvard was
“voluntarily offered $50,000 to carry on” his work addressing the out-
break, even after it was over, with ongoing research funded by an anon-
ymous corporation that had endured severe employee losses during
the epidemic.50 While a teenager in Australia, future professor of
experimental medicine and Nobel Prize winner for immunology,
Frank Macfarlane Burnet, found that the illness “burned itself into
his consciousness.” He was so affected by what he saw globally that
when he isolated a flu strain in 1935, he used it as a way to look
back at the 1918 Spanish flu.51

Thus, educational institutions and their people responded to con-
cerns and patients beyond their own campuses; yet even as they suf-
fered losses and the death tolls outpaced those of previous wars,
universities carried on. Classes may have been shuttered, but students
were often cared for—and sometimes mourned—on college cam-
puses. The yellow fever epidemic of 1878 had generally only delayed
the opening of universities, but during the influenza pandemic, the dia-
logue shifted. Colleges protected their students but also responded to
their communities, applying what expertise they could while honoring
health board and governmental orders beyond their direct control.
Schools and administrators tried to maintain their town-and-gown

48“Colonel V. C. Vaughan, D.S.M.,” Michigan Alumnus 25, no. 246 (Aug. 1919),
635.

49Ellen Schoeck, “Founder of the Faculty,” U of A Engineer, Oct. 2, 2013, 33–35;
and Ellen Schoeck, “The Founder of the Faculty: Our First Professor Died in the
Service of Others,” Faculty of Engineering, University of Alberta, Nov. 14, 2018,
https://www.ualberta.ca/engineering/news/2018/november/the-founder-of-the-
faculty.

50“To Delve into Causes of Flu to Help Public,” Dekalb (IL) Daily Chronicle, Oct.
13, 1919, 1.

51John M. Barry, The Great Influenza: The Epic Story of the Deadliest Plague in History
(New York: Penguin, 2005), 409.
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relationships, with faculty, deans, and presidents all engaging students,
families, and townspeople in dialogues regarding the outbreak.

COVID-19 Goes to College: Historical Perspectives on the
Current Crisis

Historical comparisons of the effects of epidemics on higher education
past and present demonstrate a number of differences and a few sim-
ilarities. One difference is the legal context of institutional authority.
Institutions of higher education have historically had an ambiguous
legal relationship with students. During the 1918 influenza outbreak,
universities were covered by legal ideas such as in loco parentis, but cur-
rent legal reasoning looks for elements of a special relationship. As
institutions have advisory information from national health boards
and state actors, processes that invite students to document existing
health conditions, and on-campus clinics, these elements could meet
the threshold of a “special relationship” where students should expect
protection from foreseeable eventualities. Moreover, many state uni-
versities, as state actors, once relied on the concept of “sovereign
immunity,” but concerns about the realm of discretionary functions
may open universities up to more legal suits. Discretionary
functions–being those where the institution’s actors choose courses
of action not dictated as ministerial duties–can open up liability
concerns. Court cases such as Kleinknecht v. Gettysburg College, 989 F.2d
1360 (3d Cir. 1993), have been noted for defining special relationship
duty wherein “a court will consider whether what the individual befell
was foreseeable.”52 These shifts in the legal relationship between
universities and students mean that that the potential impacts on
universities of the current pandemic may differ from those of the past.

There are also implications for different student populations. The
Los Angeles Times responded to the decision by some private colleges to
close their student housing and other operations, by pointing out that it
was “creating hardships for students who are homeless, don’t have safe
places to shelter or have immunocompromised relatives at home.”53
Concerns also exist around providing reasonable accommodations to
students in need under the Americans with Disabilities Act and

52William A Kaplin, Barbara A Lee, Neal H. Hutchens, and Jacob H. Rooksby,
The Law of Higher Education: Student Edition, 6th ed. (San Francisco: Josey Bass, 2019),
113.

53Susanne Rust, Paloma Esquivel, and Teresa Watanabe, “Coronavirus Has
Forced Thousands at Stanford and Other Private Colleges to Evacuate,” Los
Angeles Times, March 19, 2020. https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-03-
18/stanford-private-colleges-coronavirus-is-forcing-thousands-to-evacuate.
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Section 504.54 Housing and food insecurity have faced increased scru-
tiny. Previous studies have found that “nearly 90 percent [of students]
indicated that they were upset or worried about not having enough
money to pay for the things they needed in order to attend college;
78 percent stated that they were having difficulty paying their
bills.”55 Presumably, these circumstances are more acute under cur-
rent conditions. Students may also need the mental health, counseling,
and health services universities provide, which can cause complica-
tions if students are taken out the college environment.

Issues of access extend not only to support networks, but technol-
ogies, with some administrators and students pointing to the “digital
divide” between those who have access to the internet and computer
technologies and those who don’t, and between those who learn well
on-line and those who do not, which can lead some students to drop
out.56

The larger role of the university in society has also changed since
the yellow fever epidemic and the 1918 flu pandemic. Some universi-
ties are home to the best hospitals in a region or state, serving as
“Trauma 1” centers that can handle severe medical conditions and
provide care “from prevention through rehabilitation.”57 During
times of illness, these campus-based medical institutions may need
to deal with a higher number of infected individuals. These universi-
ties must address the student population while providing medical ser-
vices to patients.

Even with the variations in institutional context and dynamics,
however, historical and present effects of epidemics on higher educa-
tion institutions demonstrate some similarities. Just as some schools
and institutes did not successfully weather yellow fever or influenza,
alarms are being raised today about the financial health and survival of
colleges and universities facing the COVID-19 outbreak. Some

54Michael Sessa, “Students with Disabilities Face Obstacles Taking Virtual
Classes,” The Daily Orange, April 8, 2020, http://dailyorange.com/2020/04/stu-
dents-disabilities-face-obstacles-taking-virtual-classes/; and Alfie Packham, Rachel
Hall and David Batty, “’We’re Being Fobbed Off’: Why Disabled Students Are
Losing Out In Lockdown, The Guardian, May 21, 2020, https://www.theguardian.
com/education/2020/may/21/were-being-fobbed-off-why-disabled-students-are-
losing-out-in-lockdown.

55Katharine Broton and Sara Goldrick-Rab, “The Dark Side of College (Un)
Affordability: Food and Housing Insecurity in Higher Education,” Change: The
Magazine of Higher Learning 48, no. 1 (Jan. 2016), 18.

56Paige Pfleger, “The Coronavirus Outbreak and the Challenges of Online-
Only Classes,” NPR.org., March 13, 2020, https://www.npr.org/2020/03/13/
814974088/the-coronavirus-outbreak-and-the-challenges-of-online-only-classes.

57“Trauma Center Levels Explained,” American Trauma Society, https://www.
amtrauma.org/page/TraumaLevels?.
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question if the residential nature of college is still necessary, saying,
“Just how safe is it to have students on campus at all?”58 As Andrew
Pavia, chief of pediatric infectious diseases at the University of Utah,
states, “They can act as tremendous amplifiers of the epidemic. And
the behaviors that young people have in college: spending a lot of
time close together, intimate contact, sharing food and drink, make
the spread of viruses in that setting a pretty high likelihood.”59 The
concerns amplified by a residential college are present, then, in all
times of outbreak of infectious disease.

If some question the wisdom of such residential communities,
others worry that the already beleaguered budgets of colleges and uni-
versities will be unable to handle the fiscal strain of effectively
responding to this pandemic. Concerns vary, but include both financial
value and stability: “Parents and students are demanding refunds for
shortened semesters in the dorm. The value and quality of an elite col-
lege education is under scrutiny as universities pivot to makeshift
online classes.”60 Moody’s, the financial services company, down-
graded its outlook for higher education in 2020 from “stable” to “neg-
ative,”withMoody vice presidentMichael Osborn indicating that “just
over 30% of public universities and nearly 30% of private universities
were already running operating deficits.”61 These points suggest that
the cost of the coronavirus for institutions may not only be in dollars
but also in perceived trust and dependability.

Finding Cures Among the Maladies

Comparing responses to the illnesses that confronted institutions of
higher education in 1878, 1918, and 2020 involves complex issues.
Legal definitions, campus expectations, medical commitments, and a
host of other factors have shifted throughout time, yet the financial
challenges and survival concerns of institutions are similar. In the
diseases discussed here, however, distinctive social aspects of college
life—graduations, public forums, athletic competitions, and social
groups—were canceled, their loss leaving questions about how
communities and leaders viewed the campus and its role as town
and gown relations shifted. Yet these historical records also contained

58Pfleger, “The Coronavirus Outbreak.”
59Pfleger, “The Coronavirus Outbreak.”
60Chris Quintana, “US Colleges Scrambled to React to the Coronavirus

Pandemic. Now Their Very Existence Is in Jeopardy,” USA Today, https://www.usato-
day.com/story/news/education/2020/03/20/coronavirus-college-students-online-
class-graduation-commencement-refund/2876589001/.

61Quintana, “US Colleges Scrambled.”
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hope—while a few institutions suffered dire losses due to the diseases of
1878 and1918, the records alsonoted increased connection to institutions.
As universities and colleges serve various research, social, and commu-
nity needs, what will be the long-term impact of this new pandemic on
higher education?
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