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Schools and Society in a Pandemic: 1918 and 2020
by Dr.Merla Hammack

T

he Spanish Flu Pandemic of 1918 and the COVID-19 2020 Pandemic are not
comparable biologically, but each pandemic had comparable effects on schools
and society. Biologically, each pandemic was caused by a virus, but from different
virus families. The 1918 pandemic was caused by an influenza (flu) virus. As readers know, a coronavirus is the cause of the 2020 pandemic. Both viruses are spread
by droplets from the respiratory system, primarily from coughing and sneezing. The
two viruses cause similar symptoms, and neither can be treated with an antibiotic.
Both pandemics attempted the same mitigations – masks and social distancing.
The uniqueness of each pandemic had a great deal to do with whom each virus targeted. The Spanish Flu of 1918 infected many of the healthiest members of society –
young adults with school age children. Although numerous school districts closed
in the United States, the wisdom of the day in large cities was to have children in
school where rooms were large, and windows open. In 1918, American families were
often multi-generational, with many members sharing small living spaces. Few
kitchens (1%) had hot running water, and one bathroom served the family. These
living conditions was the primary reason schools were so important for children –
the classroom’s open, airy space.
In contrast, the 2020 Pandemic targeted older members of society and those of any
age who had underlying health conditions. The century between the pandemics had
enormous achievements in medical science, but the phenomenon of both the Spanish Flu and the COVID-19 Pandemics was that school-age children, for the most
part, seemed less susceptible to the viruses causing the health havoc with adults. If
a child did contract one the Pandemic viruses, he or she was likely to have milder,
less deadly symptoms than adults. The wisdom of the day, in both 1918 and 2020,
was that health professionals felt schools were the best place for children to safely
be – socially, emotionally, and physically.
Ultimately, each pandemic, separated by 102 years, had comparable effects on
schools and society as shown in the Table on page 2.
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Comparable Effects on Schools and Society
Initially most schools closed
Officials argue about children’s safety in classrooms
Schools in New York, Chicago, & New Haven, CT, stay open – students’
study with open windows in classrooms and on rooftops during winter
months.

Spanish
Flu, 1918

COVID19, 2020









Masks required for adults by local officials.

Adults complain masks are uncomfortable and infringe on their civil liberties
Social distancing orders given
Entertainment venues, restaurants, and bars closed
Dissenters gathered to protest the closure of entertainment venues, restaurants, and bars
Majority of schools re-open within year of initial pandemic outbreak

Pandemic spread because of WWI Troup movement



























Pandemic spread because of ability for commonplace world travel



Pandemic spread in “waves” – numbers spike and decline, spike and decline





Pandemic dominates news media each day
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Trump

U.S. President contracts his respective pandemic virus
Deaths – total number
Deaths – to March 31, 2021 -- continuing to increase

675,000+
548,960+
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A History of One-Room Schools in America by Dr. Merla Hammack

D

o you ever wonder why America was once dotted by one room schools? They were public
schools funded by tax dollars! Public education
was driven by the beliefs of Thomas Jefferson. As
early in American history as 1779, Jefferson proposed “A Bill for the More General Diffusion of
Knowledge.” He had a dream that every American
child would be taught “reading, writing, common
arithmetic, and general notions of geography.” Jefferson had many more ideas for American education. (He did establish the University of Virginia in
1819.)
The Land Ordinance of 1784, greatly influenced by
Thomas Jefferson, set up guidelines for States. The
new States being founded from the Appalachian
Mountains to the Mississippi River, were to be surveyed and create new counties and townships within those counties. Ideally, townships would be
6 miles on a side, each divided into thirty-six (36)
numbered sections of one (1) square mile or 640
acres. Section 16 in each township was reserved for
a public school and was designated a “school section.” Throughout the new United States of America, a one-room school was built in that section of
each township.
Thus, each 36 square miles from the Appalachian
Mountains to the Mississippi River, supported a
local school. The estimate is that there were more
than 190,000 one-room schools in America’s early
1890s. Today, there are more than 200 of these
“Thomas Jefferson portals of knowledge” on the
U.S. National Register of Historic Places. Proudly,
North Grove School is on that list. It was added on
February 15, 2012.
The one-room school was the foundation of Thomas
Jefferson’s objective for education:
... primary education [which] determine its
character and limits [are]: To give to every citizen the information he needs for the transaction of his own business; to enable him to calculate for himself, and to express and preserve
his ideas, his contracts and accounts in writing; to improve, by reading, his morals and faculties; to understand his duties to his neighbors and country, and to discharge with competence the functions confided to him by either; to know his rights; to exercise with order
and justice those he retains, to choose with
discretion the fiduciary of those he delegates;

and to notice their conduct with diligence, with
candor and judgment; and in general, to observe with intelligence and faithfulness all the
social relations under which he shall be
placed.”—Thomas Jefferson, 1818.
The North Grove School Association works to maintain and to educate today’s school children about
the importance of the one-room school. For Sycamore’s 2nd and 5th graders who visit the one-room
historic North Grove School, they may not hear
those elegant academic words of President Thomas
Jefferson, but they leave knowing how important
reading, writing, and arithmetic were and still are.
They also gain a little notion of geography – they
know where they can bring their families and their
future family to learn about the history and significance of education in America. Where? To historic
North Grove School in Sycamore Township, Sycamore, Illinois. Thomas Jefferson would be proud.
That is something special, is it not?
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A Day in the Life of a One-Room
Schoolhouse Student
By Jami Thompson

E

very May, my 5th graders from
West Elementary in Sycamore
go back in time for a field trip that
is always vastly memorable for
everyone. With our Social Studies
curriculum, we study one-room
school houses, so the North Grove
School allows us to firsthand experience life as a student that attended this school.
We all commit fully to this experience. The students and I dress like
a student of the time. The bus
drops us off a mile away from the
school, and we walk to and from
school. I encourage the students
to even try to bring lunches like
they would during that time. One
of my favorite parts of the trip is
seeing how students pack their
lunches to try and match lunches
of the time. The kids love the challenge of truly becoming a one-

room schoolhouse student in
every aspect possible.
Once we get to
the schoolhouse,
the fun continues. The students work
through rotations that are based
on what life in the one-room
schoolhouse was like. The first
rotation is inside the schoolhouse,
and this is where I am dressed as
a teacher from the time. We complete the pledge, a memory gem,
an arithmetic lesson, we talk
about shame boards and dunce
hats, and much more. The next
rotation is a Math rotation, and
here the students use a map of
Sycamore farms to calculate how
far children had to walk to and

New Field Trip Resources

I

t has been all too quiet around
the little schoolhouse, as you
can surely imagine. Like many
have done during the pandemic,
our committee took the quiet time
to take stock, clean, plan, and review our resources for students
and teachers. We have created
some new documents for them to
use when planning a trip to the
school. Each was developed from
primary documents written by former students who attended oneroom schools, mostly from our
own North Grove.
One is School Days and Country
Ways, adapted from a Kishwaukee
College publication from 1985.
Five memoirs are included for students to learn what rural life was
like, what it was like to attend
school at North Grove, and how
Christmas was celebrated at

from school each day. Our third
station is an old-fashioned spelling
bee with words that would have
been used in the time period. Lastly, the students then play recess
games of the time. Some of these
games include: Horse Ran Away,
Simon Says, Fox and Geese Tag,
and Red Rover. My students and I
love this hands-on field trip, and
we can’t thank the North Grove
School Association enough for allowing us this opportunity each
year!

by Jane Dargatz

school. Authors include Marion
Marsh and Warren Pearson, wellknown local friends.
The other document is Recess
Games of the Past. containing directions for eight games played at
one-room schoolhouses, written by
adults who played them while at
school. What is striking is that
little or no materials are needed. Players used what was available to them: the outdoors, sticks,
buttons, each other, chairs, etc.
Some familiar ones are Leap Frog
and Simon Says. An all-time favorite was Andy Andy Over. You can
ask anyone who attended a oneroom school anywhere in the U.S.
about that one! It was played
everywhere.
Additional planning is in the works
for our Out of School Days. We are

hopeful we can host these again in
partnership with the DeKalb
County History Center and the
Sycamore Public Library. On
school holidays, students and parents visit these different sites, or
we may host it at the History Center, where themed activities are
planned to engage students in fun,
educational activities on their day
off. We are hopeful these can be
hosted again in the 2021-22
school year.
Speaking of hopeful, after our window renovations, we are most
hopeful that we will be able to
have school children bustling
about the school grounds next
year, too! We miss them, and we
know every floorboard, book, desk,
map, blackboard, swing, slide, and
the pump cannot wait for a school
and yard full of eager students!

The North Grove School
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Community Partnerships

by Jennifer Parsons

H

istoric North Grove School represents a vital part of DeKalb County history, so when
opportunities arise we do everything we can to
participate in the community. Some of the recent ways that NGSA has participated in reaching out have been to actively participate in planning and executing programs that coincide with
the DeKalb County History Center. DCHC overall
has a broad reach into the county and beyond.
By partnering with them, NGSA increases our
own exposure. Prior to the pandemic, NGSA
partnered with DCHC, the Sycamore Library and
the Midwest Museum of Natural History to provide learning opportunities for children when
school is not in session, for example on President’s day. During one of our “School Day Off”
sessions NGSA hosted pumpkin science stations
at the schoolhouse. On another occasion, we
taught students about the history of quilts and
participants were able to create their own quilt
square. Opportunities such as these are helping
to broaden our reach into the community and
bring more families together for education and
fun.

Restoration Update

T

by Mary Swedberg

he NGSA is grateful for the $12,500 Community Needs Grant received from the
DeKalb County Community Foundation
(DCCF) specifically for the school’s windows
renovation. Our association was one of 23 organizations receiving grants in the fall of
2020, totaling $125,617. Without this grant,
the windows renovation most likely would
have been delayed for a year. For more information about the important work that DCCF
does for DeKalb County, see the December 23,
2020, Midweek article, page 8, or visit their
website at dekalbccf.org.

Page 6

The North Grove School

Your Donations Keep Us Going!
New Life Members
Ron Klein
Curt & Karen Lang

Contributions
Anonymous
Stephen Bigolin
Helen & John Cambier
Jane Dargatz
Jeff & Michelle Donahoe
Dustin Dumas
Mary Dumas
C.P. & S. C. Ervin
Janis FitzHenry
Robert & Kathleen Fredrick
Daniel & Karen Hamingson
Merla Hammack, Ed.D.
Clare Hay
Dan & Jennifer Hoffman
Linda & Herbert Holderman
Sharon Holmes
Steve & TJ Irving
Dan Kenney
Melissa Kendzora
David & Heidi Kintz
Janice & Bart Ladd
David & Nancy Leifheit
Carol Lichty
Joyce Listy
Frances & James Lock
Jim & Elaine Lock
Jerry & Jane Maring
Cynthia Martin
Elizabeth Mitchell

Jennifer & Kevin Parsons
Frederick Peltz
Wanda & Dennis Sabin
John & Mary Anne Slobonik
Parker & Kyle Smith
Sally Stevens
Dale & Linda Swedberg
Eric Swedberg & Stephanie Carlson
Gary & Liz Swedberg
Kris & Adam Swedberg
Matt Swedberg
Mary Swedberg & Richard Johnson
Michael & Lori Swedberg
Dr. Phillip & Cassie Vermillion
Michelle Whisenhut
Carey & Teresa White
Iona & Howard Whitney
Carol Wylde

Give DeKalb County Donors
Lois M. Anderson
James & Karen Buck
Angela Cambier
ToniLynn & Michael Carlson
Kathy Countryman
Jeff Donahoe Family
Marcia Elliott
Donna Gable & Ken Rodd
Kelsey Gilmore
Kenneth Goodman
Karen Hamingson
Deb & Mark Hartman
Linda Holderman
Teresa Irving
Kiwanis Club of Sycamore

Gail & Andrew Krmenec
Kelly Kuhn
Nancy O. Leifheit
Patsy Lundberg
Lynelle Lynd
Jerry Maring
William & Elizabeth Mitchell
Sarah Moris
Juanita E. Mundy
Cheryl Nicholson
Jennifer Parsons
Dr. Wayne & Janene Riesen
Steve & Pat Sihler
Michael & Cheri Stack
Mary A. Swedberg
Margaret Vitkus
Kreg Wesley
Teresa White
Tony & Alice Whitney
Marcia Wilson
Kimberly Zeitler

Preservation Fund
The Kenneth W. Marsh North Grove School
Presevation Fund provides annual interest
to help fund operating expenses. Please help
grow this fund by addressing tax-deductible
donations to:
DeKalb County Community Foundation
North Grove School Preservation Fund
475 DeKalb Avenue
Sycamore, IL 60178

Membership Dues, Renewals, & Donations
NAME____________________________________

Dues

ADDRESS________________________________

[ ] New [ ] Renewal

__________________________________________

[ ] Individual $15

PHONE___________________________________

[ ] Family $20

EMAIL____________________________________

[ ] Life $300
[ ] ______ Donation—Operations & Upkeep
[ ] ______ Donation—Renovations

[ ] I would like to know more about volunteer opportunities at North Grove School.
Mail your check to: NGSA, PO Box 244, Sycamore, IL 60178
You are invited to attend bi-monthly meetings on the fourth Wednesday of the month, 5:00 p.m., at the
schoolhouse, weather permitting. Members will receive an email with meeting details; however, all are
welcome by emailing jparsons@syc427.org. Next meeting: May 26, 2021. Please come!

