15
Chapter 15

A Pandemic Changes Everything

On March 11, 2020, the World
Health Organization officially
declared COVID-19 a pandemic.
It would become the worst
pandemic the world had seen
since the Spanish Flu in 1918.

In December 2019, reports began coming out
of Wuhan, China, about a new virus that had
never been seen in humans. The virus caused
symptoms similar to pneumonia but was far
more dangerous because infected people
could unknowingly spread it days before
they began to experience symptoms. Some
people who were infected with
the virus did not experience
any symptoms at all, but in
others it led to severe lung
damage and even death.
Those with underlying
medical conditions such
as asthma, diabetes,
heart disease and obesity
were at increased risk for
severe illness from the virus.

At first, it seemed hard to believe that a virus
outbreak nearly 7,700 miles away would
affect life in Temple, Texas. But that proved
to be wishful thinking. On March 11, 2020,
the World Health Organization officially
declared COVID-19 a pandemic. It would
become the worst pandemic the world had
seen since the Spanish Flu in 1918.

The new virus was eventually
named COVID-19 because it belonged to
a family of viruses known as coronaviruses,
and it was first seen in 2019. The origin of
the virus was never definitively proven, but
scientists suspected it may have spread to
humans at a “wet market” in Wuhan, where
wild animals were sold for food.

Bell County recorded its first case
of COVID-19 the same week the pandemic
was declared and its first death from the
virus by the end of the month.

At first, it seemed hard to believe
that a virus outbreak nearly 7,700
miles away would affect life in
Temple, Texas. But that proved to
be wishful thinking.

Because there was no vaccine for the virus,
the only way to stop it from spreading was
to have anyone diagnosed with the virus

The college held an in-person commencement ceremony in May 2021, but it was moved to an outdoor stadium and participants
were required to wear masks. (Steve Lemmons/Temple College)
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mobile food distribution events, and by the
end of 2020, these events had served more
than 1,000 families.

Screening stations were set up in all buildings on campus to check visitors for symptoms of COVID-19.
(Steve Lemmons/Temple College)

quarantine themselves for 14 days to avoid
spreading it to others.
In a desperate attempt to stop the spread of the
disease, local officials began implementing
stay-at-home orders that prevented all large
gatherings and closed most businesses except
those that were absolutely essential. The
extended business closings led to a sudden
spike in unemployment and economic
hardships the country had not seen since the
Great Depression.
When Temple College students left campus
for spring break in March 2020, it turned
out to be the last time many of them would
be on campus for more than a year. While
students were on break, college officials
decided to extend the break by another
week and move classes online for the rest of
the semester. All events on campus for the

rest of the semester also were cancelled.
Closing the campus and moving to online
classes was challenging for everyone. While
some faculty members had experience
teaching online classes, many did not. These
instructors only had two weeks to totally
redesign their classes before they had to
resume teaching in an online format.
A particular challenge was that many
students lacked computers or reliable
internet service. Staff members in the
Information
Technology
department
removed all the laptop computers from
computer labs on campus and loaned them
to students who needed them. Additional
laptops were secured through private
funding. Some students parked their cars
near buildings on campus in order to access
wireless internet service.

FEDERAL ASSISTANCE HELPS
STUDENTS, COLLEGE
To help ease the economic pain caused by
the pandemic, Congress passed a piece of
legislation called the CARES Act in late
March 2020 that included several billion
dollars of assistance for community colleges.
Temple College distributed $1,022,600 in
CARES Act funding to students taking classes
in the summer and fall of 2020, mostly in the
form of $300 or $500 emergency aid grants.
Additional CARES ACT funding was used
for cleaning supplies and software needed to
offer classes online.
Temple College also partnered with the
Central Texas Food Bank to help provide
food to students as well as members of
the community. The food bank used the
college’s south parking lot for monthly

Having to close campus hit health professions
students the hardest because many of
those students needed hands-on training
in order to graduate. Most healthcare
facilities also stopped allowing students to
do clinical rotations, further delaying the
time to graduation. Many students in health
professions programs who had expected to
graduate in May 2020 had to work through
the summer to complete their degree
requirements.

Erica Perrine, an associate professor of nursing, administers a vaccine at one of several vaccine clinics the college sponsored on
campus during the pandemic. (Steve Lemmons/Temple College)

Particularly heartbreaking was the decision
not to hold an in-person commencement
ceremony in May 2020. The college
purchased billboards on I-35 to honor the
2020 graduates and invited them to return
for commencement the following year.
At first, college officials thought they would
only need to keep classes online through the
summer of 2020 and could re-open campus
in the fall. But as soon as the state of Texas
allowed businesses to begin re-opening in
the summer, the virus started spreading
even more rapidly. Many hospitals in central

Before a vaccine was widely available, students were required to wear masks if they attended in-person classes during the
pandemic. (Steve Lemmons/Temple College)
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Nursing faculty members organized several vaccine clinics on campus during the pandemic. (Steve Lemmons/Temple College)

and south Texas were at or near capacity.
In July, college administrators realized the
fall 2020 semester would have to be largely
online as well. For the faculty, students and
staff who had to come to campus, elaborate
precautions were taken to ensure their
safety. Screening stations were set up at
the entrances to all buildings where classes
were held, and everyone on campus was
required to wear a mask unless they were
in a private office.
The economic hardships caused by the
pandemic led to a sharp drop in community
college enrollment in fall 2020, particularly
among low-income and minority students.
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According to a report from the National
Student Clearinghouse Research Center,
community colleges had a 9.4% drop in
enrollment in fall 2020 compared to fall
2019. Even more concerning was the 22.7%
drop in the number of first-year students.
Temple College was able to avoid such a
sharp drop thanks to aggressive marketing
efforts, including $500 scholarships to high
school graduates in its service area who
enrolled full-time in the fall. Overall, fall
2020 enrollment was 4,661 compared to
4,887 in fall 2019.
Many colleges that tried to bring students
back to campus in fall 2020 soon regretted

Nursing students helped with mass vaccination events in the community, such as this one held at the Bell County EXPO Center. (Photo provided by
Temple College Nursing Program)

the decision. Some were forced to send
students home within three weeks due to
clusters of COVID-19 on campus.
The pandemic continued to spread
rapidly throughout the fall of 2020 and
was exacerbated by family gatherings
at Thanksgiving and Christmas, despite
warnings from public health officials to
avoid such gatherings. In December 2020 a
new, more contagious variant of the virus
appeared in England and quickly reached
the United States.

VACCINE BRINGS HOPE
By the end of 2020, more than 345,000

Americans had died from COVID-19, making
it the country’s third leading cause of death
that year. The only ray of hope was that
several teams of scientists developed a
vaccine for COVID-19 in record time. By
December 2020, vaccines made by two
different companies were approved for
use in the United States and were being
administered to front-line health care
workers. Temple College nursing students
were among the first to be vaccinated
and later were among the first healthcare
professionals to administer the new vaccines
as they volunteered at clinics sponsored by
the Bell County Health Department.

The college decided to have an in-person
commencement ceremony in May 2021,
but it was held in an outdoor stadium and
graduates were required to wear masks.
By June 1, 2021, enough residents had
received the COVID-19 vaccine that Bell
County Judge David Blackburn officially
ended the local disaster declaration that had
been in place since March 18, 2020. Temple
College buildings re-opened that same week
and employees and students who had been
vaccinated were no longer required to wear
masks on campus.

However, it turned out that Blackburn’s
decision was premature. A new variant
of the virus caused another surge in
COVID-19 cases over the summer of 2021,
and Blackburn had to reissue his declaration
on August 13. Most classes in the fall 2021
semester remained online, and overall
enrollment declined again. The fall of 2021
saw nationwide discord as public health
officials and politicians battled over mask
mandates and vaccine mandates.
Only one thing remained certain – higher
education had been forever changed by
this pandemic.
This chapter was written by Ellen Davis.
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