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He waka eke noa 
We are all in this together 

History isn’t something that happens to someone else. Right now, you are living through an 
extraordinary event that is changing the New Zealand way of life: the COVID-19 pandemic. Future 
children may look back on this moment in their classrooms and ask: how did they feel?  How did 
they make it through? 

We can ask the same questions about another generation of Kiwis who lived through an earlier 
pandemic: Polio (1914 and 1940). Then, like now, people were forced to isolate, wash their hands 
constantly, stay within their own ‘bubble’, unable to go to the beach, parks, or other public places.  
Because this disease affected mainly children, parents were scared to leave their homes in case 
they picked up the polio virus and accidently brought it home with them. The incubation period was 
similar to COVID-19 and many of the symptoms were too. 

For each of the activities below: 

- Read about how New Zealanders were affected by polio. 

- Reflect on the similarities to what you are seeing and reading about today. 

- Respond to the questions or instructions at the end of each activity. 

 
Share your answers with your classmates and teacher! We will all have our own unique 
experiences, and we can all learn just as much from each other as we can from our nation’s 
history. 
 

 

 

Living through History Worksheet - Lesson Eight  Copyright National Army Museum Te Mata Toa  2

Polio virus structure

COVID-19 virus structure



Activity 1: What is polio? 

Polio, or poliomyelitis, is a disabling and life-threatening disease caused by the poliovirus. The 
virus spreads from person to person and can infect a person's spinal cord, causing paralysis (can't 
move parts of the body). It was also called infantile paralysis. 

Most people who were infected with poliovirus did not have any visible symptoms. About a quarter 
had flu-like symptoms that included sore throat, fever, tiredness, nausea, headache, and stomach 
pain. These symptoms usually lasted two to five days, then went away on their own. 

A smaller number of people developed other, more serious symptoms that affected the 
brain and spinal cord. These were paresthesia, (a feeling of pins and needles in the legs), 
meningitis, (an infection of the covering of the spinal cord and/or brain), or paralysis 
(can’t move parts of the body). Paralysis is the most severe symptom associated 
with polio, because it led to permanent disability and death. It was a killer 
because the virus affected the muscles that help us to breathe. 

 

 

 

1a Look at the similarities between polio and COVID-19. Make a list of five 
things that we could do to stop the spread of either disease. 

1b Design and make a poster encouraging friends and family to automatically do 
one of the five things in your list. (A3 or A4) Make sure it is eye catching and 

memorable – you can make it on your computer or draw it by hand. 
1c Follow this link and watch the video. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BtN-

goy9VOY&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR16ahNvaRDMhjiHjwi3MaZEnseCb1q6iNDZG9DZUXJ6g
syGw9Ha_k1xYQw   
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Poliomyelitis 

• Highly contagious, spreads person to 
person. 

• Lives in infected persons throat/ 
intestines. 

• Only infects people. 

• Enters body through mouth and spreads 
through contact with fecal matter of 
infected person or sneeze or cough of an 
infected person. 

• An infected person may spread the virus 
just before and up to two weeks after 
symptoms appear. 

• People who don’t have symptoms can 
still pass the virus on. 

COVID-19 

• Highly contagious, spreads person to 
person. 

• Lives in the lungs.    
  

• Only infects people (so far). 

• Enters body through mouth/nose/ears 
after touching an infected surface and 
then parts of the face.   
    

• An infected person may spread the virus 
up to two weeks before symptoms 
appear.   

• People who don’t have symptoms can 
still pass the virus on.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BtN-goy9VOY&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR16ahNvaRDMhjiHjwi3MaZEnseCb1q6iNDZG9DZUXJ6gsyGw9Ha_k1xYQw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BtN-goy9VOY&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR16ahNvaRDMhjiHjwi3MaZEnseCb1q6iNDZG9DZUXJ6gsyGw9Ha_k1xYQw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BtN-goy9VOY&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR16ahNvaRDMhjiHjwi3MaZEnseCb1q6iNDZG9DZUXJ6gsyGw9Ha_k1xYQw


Activity 2: Polio Outbreaks in New Zealand

Polio started to affect more people as health and cleanliness standards improved. With better 
sanitation (water, sewerage) facilities, fewer infants were exposed to the disease and the natural 
immunity disappeared. In New Zealand, the infant mortality rate dropped around 1906, and cases 
of polio began to appear shortly after in 1914. 

● Epidemics usually lasted about two years, and occurred every few years until the 1960s. 
● In 1947-1949 schools and other facilities were closed and there were stern warnings 

against swimming in harbours as the rate of water pollution was high. 
● The polio epidemic that gripped New Zealand for more than two years after World War II 

was considered the most persistent outbreak of the feared disease that the country had 
experienced up to that time. 

● Polio was sometimes referred to as the summer disease. 
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1916 
1925 
1937 
1948 
1952 
1955 
1956 

1018 new caes 
1159 new cases 
816 new cases 
963 new cases 
890 new cases 
703 new cases 
897 new cases 

123 deaths 
173 deaths 
39 deaths 
52 deaths 
57 deaths 
29 deaths 
50 deaths

New Zealand’s worst polio years:

Jean Ross, in a 1993 history thesis at the University of Canterbury, wrote that within 
days of the first cases in Auckland 1947, schools in the North Island were closed, 
followed on December 8 by those in the South Island. 

“On 11 December, children were prohibited from staying in motor camps and 
attending Sunday schools, and two days later inter-island travel by school children was 
forbidden. 

“The usual quarantine applied: all home contacts under 16 were quarantined for 
14 days from date of removal of the patient to hospital, and home contacts over 16 
were quarantined for the same time if their work brought them into contact with children, 
or if they were food handlers.”

2a Why do you think polio was sometimes called the summer disease? 
2b Children who got polio were put in hospital and had to have a lot of physiotherapy to help 
their muscles regain their strength. What activities could they do to help them through the 
boredom, especially when they were not allowed visitors, not even their parents?  
2c Search for news clippings about the 1947-48 epidemic in New Zealand. 



Activity 3: Treatment and Prevention 

Many children who were infected with polio spent a long time in the hospital. They were given 
physiotherapy for the weakened leg muscles and learned to walk again using leg braces 
(calipers) and possibly crutches.  For those children who suffered from breathing problems their 
life became very different. They were put in an iron lung which helped them to breathe. The 
following YouTube video will explain how these worked.  "The Iron Lung and Polio" by Mark 
Rockoff, MD for OPENPediatrics 

Leg braces were designed to support the legs of children where the muscles 
were particularly weak, and helped them to walk again.   

● Children were in iron lungs for varying periods of time - three to 
24 hours per day 

● Physiotherapy was an important part of the daily life of a polio 
sufferer. 

● Whole hospital wards were dedicated to children with polio 

Nursing staff were the front line in caring for these patients and it is thanks to their tireless efforts 
and care that many of the patients were able to move by themselves and have some sense of 
normality to their lives. Doctors worked continuously to find a vaccine to prevent polio from 
occurring in children and to avoid the waste of young lives that they were seeing. One of these 
doctors was Jonas Salk. In 1952, he and a team at the University of Pittsburgh developed a 
vaccine. Salk trialled his vaccine on himself, his wife, and his three sons. By 1955 the vaccine was 
declared safe to use and all children were vaccinated against polio. 

3a One of the most famous polio survivors (who got the disease 
as an adult) was Franklin D. Roosevelt.  Find out more about him 
– he was pretty amazing! 
3b Research the polio vaccine schedule for children in New 
Zealand.  See if you have your Plunket book with these records. 
Why is it important to record each of these vaccines? 
3c Browse images of children who were in iron lungs. Try to 
imagine how they felt being so confined.  Write a letter to one of 
these children telling them about yourself and what you would 
miss if you were confined like this. 
3d Read more about Sister Kenny. Write a mock interview with 
her. Think carefully about the questions you could ask. 

Living through History Worksheet - Lesson Eight  Copyright National Army Museum Te Mata Toa  5

1920’s Lentz and Sons Phila 
PA child’s polio metal leg brace

Sister Kenny was a self-trained ‘bush’ nurse in Australia. In 1911 she began 
treatment on a young girl with polio by using hot compresses instead of the 
standard splinting of limbs. Her treatment was controversial but successful. She 
nursed soldiers during the first World War and patented the ‘Sylvia’ ambulance 
stretcher which lessened shock when transporting injured patients.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cUCqsl6JROg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cUCqsl6JROg


Activity 4: Helping - Today 

The Ministry of Health says the last case of "wild" polio virus in New Zealand was in 1977. No 
cases of vaccine-associated paralytic poliomyelitis have occurred in New Zealand since the 
introduction of inactivated polio vaccine in 2002. 

Many people are stepping up and helping our frontline workers today with the COVID-19 
pandemic. The kindness, generosity and innovation that this situation has triggered in New 
Zealand is impressive. There are people changing their factory output to produce items of 
protection for medical staff. Follow this link to read more Covid 19 coronavirus: Kiwi 3D printer 
owners gift face mask lifeline to desperate medical clinics   

4a What do Afghanistan, Nigeria, and Pakistan have in common that may cause them to still have 
cases of polio? 
4b Medical equipment is constantly being modified for efficiency, lower costs and ease of 
movement. Compare and contrast the ventilators of today with the iron lung of the 1940s and 
1950s. For Covid19 treatment a ventilator costs $25,000. People, right now, are trying to make 
one that only costs $1000. Find out where in the world this is happening. 
4c How are things in your ‘bubble’? Write a letter to future you (in 2040) and explain how you are 
feeling, what you are doing, what you miss, what irritates you, what you enjoy. Add photos or 
drawings. 
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The World Health Organisation (WHO) says polio continues to be transmitted between 
people in three countries: 

- Afghanistan 

- Nigeria 

- Pakistan

The Rotary Foundation (part of an international service organisation) has worked for 
more than 30 years fundraising and supporting the eradication of polio worldwide. 

- They have helped to immunise more than 2.5 billion children in 122 countries. 

- They have contributed more than $1.8 billion towards eradication. 

- It is crucial to keep other countries polio-free. 

- If all efforts stopped today, within 10 years polio could paralyze as many as 200,000 
children each year.

Rotary Foundation’s call to action 
to raise support and funding for 
their polio eradication campaign.

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12320501
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12320501
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12320501


Beyond the Worksheet

- Talk to family and friends.  Ask if they know of people who were affected by polio. Interview 
those people. 

- Read about the new ‘iron lung’ innovations and how they are proposed to help current 
COVID-19 patients. 

- Design a game that could be played via the internet with people who are in lockdown.  
Think about interest and involvement of all parties. 

 
- Browse images from the polio epidemics that have happened throughout the world.  

Imagine how these children felt, adapted, coped with their situation. 
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Art teacher Martin Vieregg has 
printed around 70 3D masks 
for Kapiti medical clinics.
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