
New Year’s Greetings from Principia College to our Neighbors in Elsah, 

 

I have served as Interim and permanent President of Principia College for over a year and one 

of my more significant stumbles has been to neglect the College’s relations with the Village.  My 

sincere apologies. 

The College completed its Fall term just before Christmas, after sending our students home 

prior to Thanksgiving.  As we had planned since August, we delivered courses both in person 

and remotely, striving to meet the needs of our students and families, no matter where on the 

globe they call home.  We were honored to discover that three-quarters of our students want 

to be on campus this past fall, even if their classes were delivered virtually.  It was an indication 

of the relevance and impact of in-person education, especially for the liberal arts.  As expected, 

we ended in-person classes early, reducing the risk of unnecessary travel over the Thanksgiving, 

Christmas, and New Year holidays.   

We know you have been impacted by our decision to close the campus in late March.  We 

closed our athletic facilities, the Blue and Gold Club, and access to the Marshall Brooks Library 

and other facilities.  This was in keeping with our commitment to continue to provide a quality 

undergraduate liberal arts education AND keep our students, residents, and employees safe 

and healthy.  I know that our decisions and decision-making seem unclear and sometimes 

contradictory.  I can only admit that this happened, and I will warn you that it probably will 

continue until we—the entire human population—conquer this pandemic. 

Principia operates two campuses, the College and the Principia School, located in Town and 

Country in St. Louis County.  We have employees at each campus with students being educated 

on the other campus.  We have employees in our Shared Services who work on both campuses.  

That means we, the entire Principia, must consider the regulations, guidance, or best practices 

for at least four jurisdictions—St. Louis County, State of Missouri, Jersey County, and the State 

of Illinois.  I can assure you that no one speaks with a single voice.   So, we even turn to the 

federal Centers for Disease Control.  

I want to share two important decisions Principia made last spring.  First, because of the 

multiple jurisdictions guiding best practices, the Board of Trustees directed that both campuses 

should adhere as best possible the strictest standards imposed by any one of the jurisdictions.  

This was frustrating to some in Missouri when Illinois made certain decisions, or for us on the 

Illinois side of the river when St. Louis County restricted certain public activities.  Forgive us 

when our own policies seem to change almost daily.  We were grateful to have an institutional 

officer monitoring daily the regulations and guidance being issued.   

The second decision was to maintain close, almost daily contact with the Jersey County Health 

Department.  Our staff is deeply appreciative of the efforts of our local public health 

professionals, especially in Jersey County.   



The campus remains closed to most visitors, including our long-time friends and neighbors in 

Elsah and nearby areas.  We have required everyone on campus or entering campus to submit 

to daily, computer-based, health monitoring.  You cannot enter campus, even now, without 

evidence of “signing in.”  There are two primary reasons: prevention—if you feel ill, please stay 

home—and contract tracing.  So, every employee, every contractor, every vendor, and every 

student seeking to enter campus was required to self-screen each day.  We even hit upon the 

perfect motivation for those students who never left campus.  We remembered—students eat 

their way through college.  So, to get into the dining facility, they have to show evidence of 

daily screening. 

We arranged classrooms for safe distancing and provided for routine cleaning of public and 

shared spaces.  We built plexiglass barriers for all our in-person services—from bookstore to 

mail room to Registrar’s office.  We practiced social distancing and adhered to wearing masks.  

In the administration building (temporarily in Clara McNabb House), everyone wore their masks 

in the halls, meeting rooms, or offices.   

We trained to do contract tracing, with separate teams working with students on-campus and 

the county health department for tracing off-campus.  We set aside a dormitory for quarantine 

and isolation if the need should arise.  And, as committed Christian Scientists, we start each day 

acknowledging the power of God to guide and protect.  I have nicknamed our strategy, “Pray 

and Protocols.” 

We did okay.  I am grateful to report that we had only one positive case of Covid-19 among the 

student body.  Our teams moved quickly to isolate the student (who is just fine—a wonderful 

healing) and contact-trace anyone with whom the student may have come in contact.  We had 

a number of false alarms, including five false-positive COVID-19 tests.  But the practice made us 

better at responding and serving our students.  Our employees, regardless of religious of 

affiliation, were diligent in self-monitoring and reporting any illness.  All situations were 

promptly and appropriately handled, always in consultation with our local health department.  I 

am happy to report that everyone is healthy and back at work.  

Consistent with the state guidance, we continue to encourage those who can work remotely to 

do so.  We are “super grateful” to the staff who could only do their jobs in-person—Dining 

Services, Facilities, resident counselors, specific administrative offices—for their commitment 

and diligence.   

The symbol of the disruption of this pandemic was the loneliness of standing at the beautiful 

Christmas that was becoming a tradition for the campus and Village to open the holiday season.  

It is a beautiful tree that only a few will enjoy.  In that disappointment there is an important 

note of gratitude.  We are safe and healthy.  Thank you. 

Ah, Spring Term is coming, and nobody can tell me exactly what will occur in the coming weeks.  

So, the College administration is expecting the best and preparing “to pivot” as needed (“pivot” 

is one of those new words, like “Zoom”).  We are planning to open with mixed classes—many 



in-person and a number remote—on Monday, January 25.  As we did in the fall, the students 

and staff will go through a set of internal stages, noted as Red, Orange, Yellow, and Green.  Red 

stage will last the first week upon return.  Essentially, it is close to a full lock-down.  It is our 

version of a quarantine.  

If all is well (as it was in the fall), we will move to a week of Orange, which allows for greater 

freedom of movement and activities around the campus.  If, after a second week we are doing 

well, we will shift to Yellow.  Students will be allowed to go off-campus and to visit each other’s 

dorms.  Social interaction is vital for our young people and they have demonstrated 

responsibility in following our protocols—limits on size of gatherings, masking, good hygiene, 

and social distancing.   

Until the nation makes a serious dent in this disease—through best practices, vaccines, and our 

prayers—the campus will remain closed to visitors.  State guidelines restrict the size of 

gatherings.  Requirements for cleaning facilities—classrooms, gyms, common areas—place 

additional demands on staff.   

We expect to have our scheduled Spring Break, with the measured return to campus—red, 

orange, and yellow phases.  And we are planning in-person graduation festivities in May for the 

Classes of 2020 and 2021.   

We will repeat our administrative operation was we did this past fall.  My senior management 

team—of deans and directors--meet three times per week.  A smaller subset, with addition of 

safety and health personnel, will also meet several times a week (or less, we hope).  Once a 

week the senior leaders of both campuses meet with a subcommittee of our Board of Trustees.  

A lot of meetings?  Yup.  Maybe I should say, “a lot of zooming.”  The frequency of these 

interactions has helped us be better informed—to our Board, with our peers and colleagues, 

and to the College community.  We have learned to be pro-active and to be nimble.  And, I have 

growing respect for the staff and the students. 

There is plenty more to talk about, and to catch up on, but I have done my share in filling the 

pages of your newsletter. 

On behalf of the students and staff of the College, have a blessed and healthy New Year. 

John W. Williams, JD 

President, Principia College 


