
Thomas County, Georgia, 1949-50

Conjunctivitis in Elementary Schools

By DORLAND J. DAVIS, M. D., and VIRGINIA D. HINES, B. S.

As a part of an epidemiological investigation
of conjunctivitis due to bacteria of the genus
Hemophilus, in Thomas County, Ga., a study of
the occurrence of the disease was made in chil-
dren attending 12 elementary schools' acces-
sible to uniform observation.
In this area, as well as in many other parts

of the southern United States, acute conjunc-
tivitis is a common affliction of children and is
known as "sore eyes"i or "gnat sore eyes." Bac-
teriological studies in Texas (1) revealed the
presence of Hemophilus aegyptius or Koch-
Weeks bacillus (2), and Hemophilus inflenzae
in a significant number of cultures of the con-
junctiva. These species have also been found
in the current studies in Thomas County.
In addition to the bacteriological studies of

cases to be reported later, an effort was made
to assess the importance of conjunctival disease
among children attending the schools of this
region. Principals and teachers of the 12
schools, 6 white and 6 Negro, were asked to
keep records of absenteeism due to conjunc-
tivitis and of children with conjunctival symp-
toms attending schools. The analysis of these
records forms the basis of this report.
Thomas County, located in southwestern

Georgia, had a recorded population of 33,903
(approximately 45 percent Negro), according
to the preliminary figures of the 1950 U. S.
census. Agriculture and lumbering are the
chief industries. Thomasville (population
14,446, preliminary 1950 U. S. census figures)
is the largest town and serves as a commer-
cial center for the area. Observations were
made on children attending two of the three
elementary schools for white children and both
the elementary schools for Negro children in

One school, the white elementary school of Barwick,
was actually located just across the county line in
Brooks County, GTa.

Thomasville. Most of these children lived in
Thomasville proper, but about one-third lived
in nearby rural or semirural areas and were
transported to school by buses.
Outside of Thomasville nearly all children

attend consolidated schools in the various
nearby communities and are transported to and
from their homes by bus. The study included
observations on children attending both white
and Negro schools (grades 1 to 11) in four other
Georgia communities: Boston (population
1,032, preliminary figures 1950 U. S. census);
Barwick (population 500, unofficial census);
Meigs (population 1,083, preliminary figures
1950 U. S. census); and Ochlochnee (popula-
tion 450, unofficial census). Most of the chil-
dren attending these schools live in rural areas
and the communities themselves are small or
semirural. No studies were made of the 8
other consolidated schools and 11 one-room
Negro schools in the county.

Collection of Data

The data were collected under the direct su-
pervision of a Public Health Service nurse who
was participating in the field work of the in-
vestigation. The information was actually re-
corded by the teachers of each room on forms
specially prepared for this phase of the study.
These forms were collected at 3-week inter-
vals during the school term (October 10, 1949,
to December 19, 1950), thus providing records

Dr. Davis i with the National Microbiolog-
ical Inetitute of the National Institutes of
Health, Public Health Service, Bethesda, Md.
Miss Hines is 'with the Communicable Disease
Center of the Public Health Service, assigned
to the Thomasville Station section at Thomas-
vile, Ga.
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Table 1. .Conjunctivltis In grades 1, 2, and 3 of 12 selected schools, by month, Odober 1949 through
December 1950

1949 1950

OctberNovem- Deoem- j ebrt- March Api Ma Septm: October Novem- Decem-

Ot ber be er~a arypr e bar ber

Total enrollment, pupil-
days ----- 17, 799 38, 643 22, 888 42, 543 38, 504 43,012 34, 061 30, 492 80, 718 39, 990 36, 682 21, 687

Absences per 1,000 pupil-
days of enrollment:

All causes 60. 9 66.5 68. 3 71. 8 70. 6 92. 5 84. 6 100. 2 29. 8 61. 3 66. 7 90. 6
Conjunctivitis- 9.7 5.1 . 8 1. 4 .7 .2 .4 .3 5. 8 4. 8 1. 4 2. 6

Pupil-days absent presum-
ably due to conjunc-
tivitle, per 1,000 pupil;.
days of absences from
all causes-158.5 75.9 11.5 19.0 9.2 2.5 5.2 2. 9 .152.0 78.3 20.8 28. 5

Pupil-days present with
conjunctivitis observed
in school per 1,000 pupil-
daysofattendance--, 17.0 7.8 2.0 2.3 2.8 2.7 3.5 5.3 16.7 12.5 5.2 3.4

of more than a year's observations. The teach-
ers were asked to list the name, age, and sex
of each child in the room, record each day of
absence from any cause, each day of absence due
to conjunctivities, and each day that a child at-
tended school while having conjunctival symp-
toms apparent to the teacher. This method of
collecting information has many deficiencies
the number of different individuals recording
the data, uncertainty of the cause of absence,
the difficulty encountered by medically un-
trained persons in determining whether a child
had signs of conjunctival disease, and some ir-
regularity in recording data because of the press
of teaching duties. A comparison of our rec-
ords of total absences with the regular school
reports of average daily attendance revealed a
close agreement, but the records for the inci-
dence of conjunctivitis were probably less ac-
curate. Nevertheless, crude as they may be, the
records do serve as an index of the extent of the
problem of conjunctivitis in school children of
Thomas County.
For analysis, the data were tabulated on the

basis of pupil-days experience per month. The
total number of children enrolled in a room was
multiplied by the number of school days per
month to give the total pupil-days of enroll-
ment for that room or grade. The total of
pupil-days was corrected by additions and sub-
tractions in number of pupil-days for individ-
uals entering or withdrawing from school dur-

ing the period. Likewise, absenoes were cal-
culated on number of school days absent for
each child. Rates could then be computed in
terms of pupil-days per monthly time interval
for the desired groupings of grades. Final
tables, by months, were made of the experience
of children attending the first, second, and
third grades, which included those aged 6, 7,
and 8 years, and in some instances, especially
in Negro schools, some children 9 and 10 years
of age. Tabulations of the data for grades 4
to 6 were made on an annual basis only and
not adjusted to months because of the small
numbers involved.

Analysis of Data

The experience with conjunctivitis in the
first 3 grades of the 12 selected schools during
the period of study is shown in table 1.

It would appear from the data presented that
the rate of absences from conjunctivitis is high-
est in September and October and declines
thereafter. The rate of absence from all causes
(table 1) was highest in the spring months,
but not of sufficient magnitude to affect signifi-
cantly the seasonal pattern of the proportion of
absences due to conjunctivitis.
Table 2 presents data on the annual "dis-

ability" rate, by grades, in the individual
schools and in all schools of the study.
The children in grades 1 to 3 were more af-
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fected than those in grades 4 to 6, as judged by
the rate of absences and of observed conjunc-
tivitis in those attending all 12 schools. Al-
though the data are not presented here, cases
were observed less frequently in grades above
the sixth and were seen occasionally in teachers.
According to these data the rate of absenteeism

due to conjunctivitis was higher in the whit
schools than in the Negro schools for both
grade groupings. This is also true for the
observed incidence of conjunctivitis in those
attending schools outside of Thomasville but
is not evident in the Thomasville schools.
Although there does not appear to be a differ-

Table 2. Annual "disability" rate of absence due to conjunctivitis and presence in school with ob-
served conjunctivitis, per 1,000 days of enrollment, January through December 1950

Absnt because of con- Present with observed Total with conjuno-
junctivitis conjunctivitis tivitis

Annual en.-
rollment in
pupil-days Rate Rate Rate

Pupil-days per 1,000 Pupil-days per 1,000 Pupil-days per 1,000pupil-ays pupil-days pupil-days

Thomasville white schools:
Grades 1-3 -86,099 210 2.4 225 2.6 435 5.1
Grades 4-6 -74,630 107 1.4 19 .3 126 1.7

Thomasville Negro schools:
Grades 1-3 -77, 212 87 1.1 159 2.1 246 3.2
Grades 4-6 -62, 523 39 .6 86 1.4 125 2.0

White schools outside Thomasville:
Grades 1-3 -87,690 205 2.3 1,201 13.7 1,406 16.0
Grades 4-6 -79, 900 49 .6 748 9. 4 797 10. 0

Negro schools outside Thomasville:,
Grades 1-3 - 66,688 92 1. 4 173 2. 6 265 4. 0
Grades 4-6 -51,273 17 3 98 1.9 115 2.2

All schools:
Grades 1-3 -317, 689 594 1. 9 1, 758 5. 5 2, 352 7. 4
Grades 4-6 -268, 326 212 .8 951 8. 5 1,163 4. 3

Total -_ 586,015 806 1. 4 2, 709 1. 6 3,515 6.0

ence in absentee rates between schools in Thom-
asville and outside Thomasville for white and
Negro and for the grade groups, a higher rate
of observed diseases was reoorded for those in
attendance at the schools outside of Thomas-
ylle. The total rates for conjunctivitis reflect
this difference also. Usually the Thomasville
school children with the disese in the acute
stage were sent home. But in other schools
where the children were dependent on bus
transportation it was not possible to send them
home, and they remained in school.
The figures indicate the extent of the prob

lem. They show that a total of 806 pupil-days
of absence were due to conjunctivitis. Also
2,709 pupil-days of conjunctival disease were
observed in children attending school in grades
1 to 6 of the 12 schools under observation dur-
ing 1950.
The records were also analyzed to show the

actual number of individual pupils who were
absent because of conjunctivitis and who at-

tended school with observed conjunctivitis each
month from November 1949 through Decem-
ber 1950, and the total individual attack rate
per 100 pupils enrolled. These are presented
in table 3 for the first three grades by school
groups. In preparing these data, inldividuals
with conjunctivitis were counted only once each
month. If they were recorded as both abent
and present with conjunctivitis, they were
counted as absent during that month. The
highest attack rate occurred during the month
of September in the group including four white
schools outside of Thomasville when about 1 of
every 3 or 4 pupils was affected by the disease.
In the same month there appeared to be a lower
incidence in the Thomasville white schools with
about 1 in 10 affected. Negro children were less
intensively attacked, and the rate for both race
was lower in Thomasville schools than in
schools outside Thomasville. Although the
rates were highest in all groups in September,
October, and November, cases were observed
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Table 3. Number of pupils absent because of conjunctivitis, number present with observed con-
junctivitis, and total attack rate per 100 pupils enrolled, grades 1, 2, and 3 of 12 selected schools,
November 1949 through December 1950

Total pupils enrolled
Absent because of conjunctivitis
Present with observed conjunc-

tivitis-
Total with conjunctivitis----

Total attack rate per 100 pupils
enrolled

Total pupils enrolled
Absent because of conjunctivitis-
Present with observed conjunc-

tivitis
Total with conjunctivitis----

Total attack rate per 100 pupils
enrolled-

Total pupils enrolled
Absent because of conjunctivitis-
Present with observed conjunc-

tivitis-
Total with conjunctivitis----

Total attack rate per 100 pupils
enrolled

Total pupils enrolled
Absent because of conjunctivitis.
Present with observed conjunc-

tivitis--
Total with conjunctivitis----

Total attack rate per 100 pupils
enrolled-

Total pupils enrolled
Absent because of conjunctivitis
Present with observed conjunc-

tivitis
Total with conjunctivitis----

Total attack rate per 100 pupils
enrolled--

1949 1950

Novem Decem-Feb- Ma ~ ~ ~ SepteA*lCtMayrNovem- Decem-Novem D nuarymSptemFeOtoberrher her anuary ruary March April May ber er
_, .~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

2 Thomasville white schools

537 540 548 511 50 l 497 494 605 604 598 593
16 4 6 3 2 0 1 29 15 5 11
3 3 2 1 4 2 1 32 15 18 0

19 7 8 4 6 2 2 61 30 23 11

3.5 1.3 1.5 0.8 1.2 0.4 0.4 10.1 5.0 3.8 1.9

2 Thomasville Negro schools

505 511 526 524 518 516 514 478 478 484 481
17 4 2 1 1 2 0 8 8 1 1

5 1 8 7 1 2 1 7 5 3 3
22 6 10 8 2 4 1 15 13 4 4

4.4 1.0 1.9 1.5 0.4 0.8 0.2 3.1 2.7 0.8 0.8

4 white schools outside Thomasville

489 496 512 516 519 507 505 507 507 503 494
20 0 3 3 2 4 4 42 16 6 2

38 8 13 21 22 23 37 107 82 26 11
68 8 16 24 24 27 41 149 98 32 13

11.9 1.6 3.1 4.7 4.6 5.3 8.1 .29.4 19.3 6.4 2.6

4 Negro schools outside Thomasville

374 367 396 391 395 391 361 388 387 382 373
7 1 10 6 0 1 0 14 11 1 1

14 5 5 1 2 0 1 10 9 5 3
21 6 16 7 2 1 1 24 20 6 4

5.6 1.6 3.8 1.8 0.5 0.3, 0.3 6.2 5.2 1.6 1.1

Total for 12 schools in study

1, 905
60

60
120

6.3

1, 914
9

17
26

1.4

1, 982
21

28
49

2.5

1, 942
13

30
43

2. 2

1, 936
5

29
34

1.8

1, 911
7

27

34

1.8

1, 874
5

40
46

2.4

1, 978
93

156
249

12. 6

1, 976
50

111
161

8. 1

1, 967
13

52
65

3. 3

1, 941
15

17
32

. 6

throughout the year. In white schools out-
side of Thomasville, the rates gradually in-
creased from a low of 1.6 percent in December

1949 to 8.1 percent in May 1950 when the schools
closed for the summer.
In a study of absenteeism in New Haven,
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Conn., schools, Linde and associates (3) re-
corded data on absences due to diseases and
disorders of the eye for 1927 and for 1948,
calculated in pupil-days. Though their data
are not strictly comparable to ours because of
inclusion of all eye diseases, and are of some-
what different age groupings, they show a very
much lower annual rate, 0.30 per 1,000 pupil-
days in 1948, including all disorders of the eye,
compared to our rate in Georgia, 7.4 per 1,000
pupil-days in grades 1 to 3 and 4.3 per 1,000
pupil-days in grades 4 to 6. This emphasizes
the relative importance of the problem in the
schools of Thomas County and in other parts
of the South where the disease occurs.

Summary

To assess the importance of conjunctivitis as
a cause of absenteeism and disability in the
school children of Thomas County, Ga., studies
were made in six white and six Negro elemen-
tary schools of that county from October 1949
to December 1950. An analysis of the records
of these studies on the basis of pupil-days ex-
perience shows that the highest incidence of the
disease occurred during September and October
when about 15 percent of all absences in pupil-
days was due to conjunctivitis.
When calculated in pupil-days, the rates of

absence due to conjunctivitis and occurrence in
children attending schools were higher in grades
1 to 3 than in grades 4 to 6 for both white and
Negro children and higher in the white schools
than in the Negro schools. This does not neces-
sarily reflect differences in numbers of individ-
uals affected. The records indicate also that

there was more conjunctival disease in white
schools located outside Thomasville than in
white schools in Thomasville, though I his is
not reflected in the rate of absences diie to
conjunctivitis. In grades 1 to 6 of the 12
schools under study during the school year 1950,
a total of 806 pupil-days of absence was ascribed
to conjunctivitis, and 2,709 pupil-days of con-
junctival disease were observed in children at-
tending school.
The data do not represent a true incidence of

the disease in these school children because of
the methods used in the collection of records.
But they are useful as an indication of the mag-
nitude of the problem, of the seasonal occur-
rence, and of the white and Negro incidence in
that county.
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Birth Registration Has Improved in Past Decade
The proportion of infants without birth certificates has been reduced by three-

quarters during the past decade, preliminary results of a nation-wide survey
of birth registration indicate. This survey-the second of its kind-found that
almost 98 percent of the. babies born in the first 3 months of 1950 were registered
as compared with 92.5 percent in 1940, when the first national test was made.
The recent birth registration test was conducted by the Public Health Service

and State health departments, in cooperation with the Bureau of the Census,
Department of Commerce. It involved matching birth certificates with census
records.
The primary purpose of the nation-wide test was to measure the completeness

of birth registration in States and local areas on a comparable basis. The results
will help registrars to spot the problem areas and to determine the reasons for
failure to register births.
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