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Influenza and school closing guidelines
By Dr. Robert Graham, Medical Director, Central Michigan District Health Department
The Central Michigan District Health Department recognizes that school administrators and staff are concerned about the flu. Here are some concepts and information that may be useful to school superintendents regarding influenza and the need for closing schools during “flu” outbreaks.

· Influenza, commonly called “the flu,” is caused by the influenza virus, which infects the respiratory tract (nose, throat, lungs). It can cause mild to severe illness, and at times can lead to death.
· Influenza is spread is from person to person in respiratory droplets of coughs and sneezes, such as when droplets from a cough or sneeze of an infected person are propelled (generally up to 3 feet) through the air and deposited on the mouth or nose of people nearby. The virus also can be spread when a person touches respiratory droplets on another person or an object and then touches their own mouth or nose before washing their hands.

· There is no state law mandating closure of school because of illness. The public health code [P.A. 368 of 1978, as amended] allows a local health department’s Health Officer to close schools in certain situations, but this power has not been exercised in the last 14 years.
· Large numbers of absent students should be reported to the health department.
· Once absenteeism hits 30 percent, education is hindered because so many students must make up school work, which is inefficient for the school system.

· When a school is closed due to an influenza outbreak, it should be closed for a minimum of four days (including a weekend). That is, close a school Thursday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday at the minimum. Influenza has an incubation period of one to two days. Keeping kids home four days will help stop the transmission of disease and allow for students that are incubating influenza to develop symptoms. Those students that develop influenza-like symptoms can then stay home. All school-related activities, such as sporting events, should also be canceled.

· Sick students and sick staff do not belong in school. Anyone who is sick should stay home.

· Any child with a fever should be sent home. A temperature of 100 degrees Fahrenheit is the upper limit of a normal, healthy temperature. Any child with a cough and/or a runny nose should not be allowed in school.

· Children can continue to shed viable influenza viruses after their temperature returns to normal. Kids should stay home from school a minimum of 24 hours after their temperature returns to normal AND they are not coughing and do not have a runny nose.

· Students and staff should be reminded often to cover their mouth and nose with a tissue when coughing or sneezing.  They should also be reminded to avoid touching the eyes, nose or mouth. Germs are often spread when a person touches something that is contaminated with germs and then touches his or her eyes, nose, or mouth.
· ALL students and ALL staff should wash their hands as soon as they get to school.

· Time for hand-washing should also be worked into the students’ and staff daily schedules, particularly before the students eat snacks or go to lunch.

· Door knobs and faucets should be cleaned with a bleach-containing solution (a cup of household bleach in a gallon of water is strong enough to kill the influenza virus). 

· Breakfast programs are also encouraged; having a solid meal to begin the day will support a stronger immune system.

· All students and staff should be encouraged to drink extra water (not soda pop) during the day.

· Unless it is too cold to go outside, recess should be allowed. Running and exercising help raise a child’s temperature temporarily, which helps the body develop a stronger immunity.

· Kleenex tissue should be available on campus, as well as a place to dispose of the used tissue.

· Influenza vaccination is the most effective way to prevent influenza. The families of children that have been vaccinated against influenza have been shown to be less likely to get influenza.
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