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Harding University and the 

Coronavirus 

During these times of global pandemic and unprecedented shutdowns, I have asked the president 

of private Christian college Harding University, Dr. Bruce McLarty to answer a few questions. Dr. 

McLarty, who has earned a bachelor’s in Bible, Master of Theology, and Doctorate of Ministry, is 

the fifth president of the university, located in Searcy, Arkansas.  

 

 

 

At the beginning of this pandemic, while Harding was still operating on-site, 

did you begin to make any preparations or plan for this particular outcome? 

It is already difficult to remember how quickly this all came upon us. The major issues we 

were dealing with before spring break involved whether or not to bring back the students 

overseas in the International Programs. In the article I wrote for the next Harding Magazine, 

I begin with the words, “On March 6, we were still shaking hands.” Then, by March 12, it was 

obvious that we needed to inform Harding students not to return to campus after the break 

was over.  
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I understand you were communicating with leaders of education and government 

of the state of Arkansas—what ultimately made Harding decide to finish the 

semester remotely? 

We were watching the briefings of the President of the United States and the Governor of 

Arkansas very closely. We were also involved in the community medical meetings about the 

pandemic. The decision was made, not for a single reason, but for a number of good reasons. 

The health of our students and our campus was one reason. The health of the community in 

which we live was another reason. We were confident that we were making the right decision, 

given the information we had in hand. However, we had no guarantee that we wouldn’t look 

silly the next week if no one else did what we did.  

 

 

 

The Harding community (yourself, HU16, the local churches, professors, etc) have 

been doing an exemplary job making this transition as smooth as possible, being 

supportive, encouraging, and edifying in this difficult time. What has been the 

greatest roadblock in keeping Harding running as normally as possible? 

 

The greatest obstacle has been the lack of information. What is known and accepted as true in 

this matter often changes dramatically within hours. We still don’t know when and how 

quickly schools and the economy will open back up or how long it will be until we find “the 

new normal.” We get up each morning, knowing that there will be significant decisions to be 

made that day. We also know that some of the decisions we made yesterday will have to be 

changed or adjusted. Our resolve has been that each day we will do the best that we know to 

do. God has been faithful, and He has given us each day exactly what we need. It’s sort of like 

being an Israelite and waking up each day to find new manna on the ground.  
 

 

 
Has this new way of conducting classes and coursework brought to light methods 

of procedure that have proven more effective than in the past? 
 
There is no doubt that on-campus instruction is going to look different than it did before this 

semester. Using a learning platform like Canvas had already changed education more than 

most of us realized. This semester has added Zoom, recorded lectures, and a number of other 

methods to our educational toolbox. It will be fascinating to look back in a year or two and see 

how much Spring 2020 changed us. 

 

 

 

This is the first time in Harding’s history that a semester has been forced to be 

finished online. How do you see this affecting the immediate future of Harding? 

(event scheduling, guest speakers, international programs, accreditation records, 

etc) 
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We cannot see that far in the future yet. As I write this in April, I wonder how long it will be 

before we can restart any of the big events that are so much a part of Harding: Chapel, Spring 

Sing, ASI, Sporting Events, and the list goes on and on. We will continue to adjust to new 

information and new realities and make the best decision we can make given the information 

we have at that time. 

 

 

 

How does the situation at Harding compare with other colleges and universities in 

Arkansas amid this pandemic? 
 
Very similarly. I meet every week or two with groups of presidents on Zoom (Arkansas 

Independent Colleges and Universities, GAC, Christian College Presidents). The challenges 

we are facing are very similar. One of the biggest differences between us and most of these 

other schools is that we draw students from all 50 States. Will this impact us this fall or not? 

We just don’t know yet. 

 

 

 

Is there anything that we as students can do to make this situation easier on the 

faculty and staff of Harding? 

 

The two most overused expressions during all of this are “unprecedented” and “we are all in 

this together.” However, we truly are all in this together. Just as we allowed students the 

pass/fail option and optional finals in most classes, we also suspended the traditional course 

evaluations for this semester. We realized that these were the things that would give the most 

relief to the incredible stress that many students and faculty members were experiencing. The 

things that students can do to help the most are the things we have always known: Showing 

understanding, demonstrating empathy and expressing appreciation. 

 

 

 

Is there anything you’d like to say to those missing our Harding family due to 

quarantine? 

 

The most important lesson learned from the COVID-19 crisis that I hope we don’t forget for a 

long, long time is how much we miss each other right now. I hope that things like going to 

church, walking to chapel, sitting in class together and standing in line for a chicken biscuit 

in the Stu will be precious gifts we will never again take for granted. 
 

 

Many thanks to Dr. McLarty and everyone at Harding for being so mindful, hardworking, and 

considerate during these uncertain times! 


