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CONTEXT

PRIMARY SOURCES

Teacher Instructions

SECONDARY SOURCES

Influenza killed more people than those killed as a direct result 
of World War I, but the influenza epidemic of 1918 (referred to 
in the 1918 and 1919 as the “Spanish Flu”) is largely overlooked in 
many history courses. Spread in part by thousands of soldiers who 
traveled abroad while fighting in the war, the disease infected people 
indiscriminately, spread rapidly, and had a shockingly high mortality 
rate. It is estimated that between 20 million to 50 million people 
died worldwide as a result of contracting this strain of influenza. 
In the United States alone, nearly 675,000 deaths were attributed 
to this virus, and it was credited with reducing the average life 
expectancy by 12 years. The day-to-day lives of countless people 
were disrupted. Resources to combat the spread of the disease were 
limited as doctors struggled to learn more in a short amount of time. 
Though the epidemic gradually came to an end, its legacy resonates 
today as scientists, medical professionals, and governments strive to 
understand, prepare for, and prevent outbreaks of similar diseases. 
This activity is designed to help students analyze the impact of the 
influenza epidemic of 1918 and its effect on modern medicine.

Document Collection, “The Deadly Virus: The Influenza Epidemic of 1918”
National Archives and Records Administration
https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/influenza-epidemic/records-list.html

• Make one copy of the Effects of the 
Influenza Epidemic of 1918 Graphic 
Organizer and for every student in  
the class.

• Divide the class into groups of three.

• Share hyperlinks for all documents 
with students, or provide printed 
copies of selected documents at the 
teacher’s discretion. 

• Assign each student to complete 
a different column of the Effects 
of the Influenza Epidemic of 1918 
Graphic Organizer by locating and 
analyzing a primary source document 
from the document collection from 
the National Archives and Records 
Administration that illustrates the 
impact of the epidemic on daily life in 
the United States.

• Ask students to share their findings 
with their group members.

• Share the blog post from the Centers 
for Disease Control and assign each 
student to complete one column of the 
Learning from the Influenza Epidemic 
Graphic Organizer. 

• Ask students to share their findings 
with their group members.

• Review student responses as a class.

• Conclude by asking students, What are 
the key lessons that you believe were learned 
from the influenza epidemic of 1918? What 
additional work needs to be done to 
avoid a situation like the one we faced 
in 1918? Students can respond verbally 
or in writing.

Blog, “The 1918 Flu Pandemic: Why It Matters 100 Years Later,” May 14, 2018
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
https://blogs.cdc.gov/publichealthmatters/2018/05/1918-flu/

The Influenza Epidemic of 1918 and  
Its Effect on Modern Medicine

OBJECTIVES
At the end of this activity, students will be able to:
• Identify ways in which everyday life was disrupted by the 

influenza epidemic of 1918;
• Explain how governments and medical professionals at the time 

attempted to combat influenza; and
• Discuss the lessons learned from the influenza epidemic of 1918 

and its effect on modern medicine.

HOW WWI CHANGED AMERICA

https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/influenza-epidemic/records-list.html
https://blogs.cdc.gov/publichealthmatters/2018/05/1918-flu/
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DIRECTIONS
Select three primary sources from the document collection, “The Deadly Virus: The Influenza Epidemic of 1918.” Search for 
documents that illustrate three different ways in which the influenza epidemic of 1918 impacted life in the U.S. 

EXAMPLE ONE EXAMPLE TWO EXAMPLE THREE

DOCUMENT
Identify as much information as 
possible about this document’s 
origins (type of document, year, 
location, publisher, etc.)

CONTENT
If a written document, describe 
the subject matter.

If an image, describe any people, 
objects, actions, etc. that are 
visible

DRAWING REFERENCES
Based on the document, what 
can you infer about the impact 
of the influenza epidemic on 
daily life?

How serious could these 
disruptions be to everyday life?
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DIRECTIONS
Use the 2018 blog post from the Centers for Disease Control, “The 1918 Flu Pandemic: Why It Matters 100 Years Later,” to determine how medical 
professionals and governments attempted to address the threat of the flu in 1918 and how the U.S. prepares to do so today. 

According to the document, to what specific “germ” were 
doctors in 1918 able to attribute this flu?

What specific actions did doctors in 1918 recommend 
individuals take to avoid influenza?

If one became infected, what treatments were available in 
1918?

To what “germ” do doctors today attribute the influenza 
epidemic of 1918?

What specific actions does this document recommend be 
taken to avoid influenza today?

If one becomes infected, what treatments are 
available today?

How has the medical understanding of the cause / spread 
of influenza changed since 1918?

How have these recommendations / programs changed 
from 1918 to the present?

How has treatment changed from 1918 
 to the present?

How does this document claim the flu was spread in the 
1918 epidemic?

How does this document claim the flu is spread?
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UNDERSTANDING THE INFLUENZA  
EPIDEMIC OF 1918

UNDERSTANDING THE INFLUENZA  
EPIDEMIC TODAY LESSONS LEARNED

What government programs does this document suggest were 
in place in 1918 to combat the epidemic? 

What government programs does this document suggest 
are in place to combat a future epidemic?
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Answer Key

Scientists had not yet discovered flu viruses.

Few treatments were available beyond isolation or 
quarantine.

Individuals were encouraged to have good hygiene, use 
disinfectants, avoid crowds and public gatherings. 

Doctors today attribute the epidemic to an influenza A 
(H1N1) virus.

Antiviral drugs are available to treat the flu, as well as 
antibiotics to treat secondary infections.

Social distancing, respiratory and cough etiquette, and hand 
hygiene are encouraged, as well as getting a flu vaccine.

Many of the basic recommendations remain unchanged 
(e.g. personal hygiene, cough etiquette). The biggest 
changes are the recommended use of vaccines, and the 
development of government organizations to monitor and 
combat the spread of the flu.  

Doctors today can identify specific flu viruses and 
have a better understanding of how flu can spread 
through breathing, touch, etc.

Through dedicated research, scientists have devel-
oped effective treatments that did not exist in 1918. 

The flu was understood to be spread from person-to-person 
in enclosed spaces, unsanitary conditions, etc.

Government programs were limited, although as the epidemic 
went on state and local governments took actions to combat 
the flu and Congress approved funds for the U.S. Public Health 
Service to recruit doctors and nurses. 

Myriad government programs exist, including the CDC, 
which in conjunction with international public health 
organizations monitors flu outbreaks and supports research 
to help prevent its spread.  

The flu was understood to be spread from person-to-person 
in enclosed spaces, unsanitary conditions, etc.


