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Preparing for a possible flu pandemic
Before the pandemic:

A. Prevention and mitigation of the flu. You can do something helpful now. 

1. Consult with state and local health officials and emergency preparedness officials. For example, they may want to use the schools as a way to disseminate information to families about hygiene, the current strain of bird flu, or preparedness for pandemic flu.  

2. Decide the roles and responsibilities of school staff (including custodians and food service staffers) to prevent the spread of flu. 

3. Train nurses and staff in flu-symptom recognition. Remember that a person who is infected does not show symptoms right away. But children who are getting ill may show different behavior than usual, such as eating less or being irritable. It will be important for health officials to hear about early signs of illness or higher than normal absenteeism.

4. To minimize the introduction of ill students, school staff should learn how to screen all students for symptoms before they enter the building. 

5. Improve the hygiene of students and staff. Use simple nonmedical ways to reduce the spread of flu by “cough and sneeze etiquette,” clean hands, and clean work areas. Do you need to clean the schools differently or more often? Do you have sufficient cleaning and hygiene supplies? See the attached sheet of information and links to resources about hygiene.

6. Set absentee and sick-leave policies that require children and staff to stay home when they are ill. Figure out how to transport children home if they are ill at school. The extent of a staff shortage during a pandemic will depend highly on your ability to keep ill people from showing up at school, federal health officials have said.

7. Review the health needs of students. Some students may have a greater risk of infections. Encourage those families to talk to their health care provider. Some parents may need to be more cautious in keeping their children out of school.

8. Communicate to parents what your schools’ standards are for personal hygiene and keeping ill children out of school. 

B. Pandemic preparedness

Update school crisis plans to include a flu pandemic. School crisis plans are required by AS 14.33.100. Schools also will be part of their community’s pandemic flu plan.

Examples of what to think about:

1) When would your district close schools if the state doesn’t make a blanket decision?

2) Will schools be needed for noneducational functions such as clinics?

3) Do you have a way to teach children (such as assignments by mail or over the phone) if schools are closed?

4) Do you have a way to keep children on track educationally if they’re home with mild illness but school is open?

5) How many substitutes can you muster for ill staff?

6) Can children who need school meals still receive them if the schools are closed?

7) Do you have a way to communicate with families that don’t speak English as a first language?

8) Do you have a way to cover for school nurses if they are needed in the general community?

9) How will you continue important district operations such as payroll if central office staffers are ill?

10) Who will you report absenteeism and flu symptoms to?

11) Decide procedures to contact parents and staff at home in an emergency. The state statute and regulation that deal with emergency closures are: AS 14.03.030 (2), 4 AAC 05.090 (e) and (f).
Educate staff, students and parents about: a) the differences between seasonal flu, bird flu and pandemic flu; b) best hygienic practices to prevent any sort of flu; c) what could occur in a pandemic.

Decide who will communicate in a crisis and educate those people on the topic. The state can supply background information that has been vetted by experts in science and communications.

During the pandemic (possible concerns):

1. Maintain operations and the learning environment.

2. Triage of ill students.

3. Impose high standards of hygiene. 

4. Communicate and counter misinformation.

5. School closures.

6. Use schools to disseminate community information.

7. Use schools as clinics, morgues, or vaccination sites.

8. Dealing with fears and losses.

9. Alternate ways to feed children school breakfasts and lunches.

After the pandemic:

1. Allocate time for recovery.

2. Involve students and parents.

3. Counseling.

4. Debriefings/lessons learned.

5. Facility remediation. 

School meals

The U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, which oversees the federal school meals programs, has procedures for releasing commodity foods during a disaster.

Commodity foods include food set aside for school meals, adult care programs, charitable institutions, and other such programs.

In a disaster, schools would not prepare meals for off-school use. But USDA commodity food intended for school meals could be made available to the community under certain conditions.

The rules might change during a pandemic, but right now USDA is talking about requiring a state-declared emergency or disaster; giving the state discretion in distributing commodity foods; allowing the food to be given out to anyone affected by the disaster for up to 30 days; disbursing the food at group feeding sites (assuming people are allowed to congregate) or to families; allowing school food supplies to be disbursed as long as the supply needed for normal school operations isn’t diminished; and replenishing food supplies after the disaster.

This means that food intended for school meals can be disbursed to children outside of school. But it also means there could be competing claims in the community for commodities originally set aside for school meals.

The link on the Alaska Department of Education & Early Development’s web page for the commodity food program is: http://www.eed.state.ak.us/tls/cns/fooddis/. In a disaster, information about distributing schools’ commodity foods would be posted there.
Other sources of materials:

The Centers for Disease Control created a checklist for schools to help prepare for a pandemic: http://www.pandemicflu.gov/plan/tab5.html
The U.S. Department of Education created guidance for integrating pandemic flu into emergency preparedness plans: http://www.ed.gov/admins/lead/safety/emergencyplan/pandemic/index.html
On a related topic, here is the link to a state poster about the bird flu. Its information will be of interest to students, parents and staff who hunt birds or prepare meals with wild birds. http://www.pandemicflu.alaska.gov/PDFs/Bird%20Flu%20Flyer_Letter.pdf
The Contra Costa County (Calif.) health department created a kit of materials to help school districts prepare for a flu pandemic, including sample letters to parents and media talking points. They derived one of their handouts from EED in Alaska. See: http://cchealth.org/topics/pandemic_flu/school_action_kit/
More information about hygiene

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control said schools should focus on keeping sick students and staff away while they are infectious and on promoting “cough and sneeze etiquette” and hand hygiene.

In that regard, we have located some web links to factual information and to posters that could be put up in classrooms and bathrooms. Ideally, children and staff will wash their hands thoroughly before eating food; after going to the bathroom; after blowing their nose, coughing or sneezing; after handling an animal or animal waste; after handling garbage; and before and after treating a cut or wound. 
Here is the link to a Minnesota Health Department poster about cough etiquette. Minnesota asks that you not alter the content in any way, or remove its three logos, but says you may add your own logo and contact information. http://www.cdc.gov/flu/protect/pdf/covercough_school8-5x11.pdf
The poster is available in a few other languages. http://www.cdc.gov/flu/protect/covercough.htm
Sticker art about hand-washing that can be printed on sticky-tac paper: http://www.foodsafety.gov/~fsg/f05save.html
The posters on this page from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs can apply to children and can be downloaded: http://www.publichealth.va.gov/infectiondontpassiton/index_hand_resp.htm
Other materials can be purchased: http://www.publichealth.va.gov/infectiondontpassiton/PrintingOrdering.htm
The Alaska Department of Health & Social Services created the following one-page list of recommendations to prevent the spread of influenza in schools. It could be a model of what teachers should tell their students and a guide to the hygiene practices that teachers should enforce. http://www.epi.hss.state.ak.us/id/influenza/fluinfo/fluprevent121203.pdf
The American Red Cross created lesson plans to help children cope with disasters:

http://www.redcross.org/disaster/masters/
Tips for managing anxiety in a crisis:

http://www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/cmhs/managinganxiety/tips.asp
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