
 

Don't rush to close schools for swine flu --
Gov't
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Rice school nurse Cindy Womack puts up signs encouraging students to be
healthy and prevent the spread of germs Friday, Aug. 7, 2009 in Houston. The
U.S. government said Friday that schools should only close this fall if large
numbers of students have swine flu, and could allow their sick kids to return 24
hours after a fever is gone. (AP Photo/David J. Phillip)

(AP) -- Don't panic, schools. The government is urging school officials
to stay calm when swine flu strikes this fall, closing buildings only in
drastic cases and allowing sick students to return as soon as 24 hours
after their fever is gone.

States and schools should also be planning now for the possibility of
schoolwide vaccinations beginning in mid-October.

Federal officials know more now about swine flu than they did last
spring, when alarm and confusion led hundreds of schools to temporarily
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shut down. New guidance issued Friday reflects what the officials have
learned.

Closing schools is rarely warranted, even if students or teachers have
swine flu, said Thomas Frieden, director of the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention.

"There are measures we can take to protect the students, to protect the
staff and allow learning to continue," Frieden said during a news
conference at the Department of Health and Human Services.

Some steps for prevention remain the same as always, officials said:
People should wash their hands, cough into their sleeves and stay home
if they get sick.

But the officials added a new precaution, saying schools need to keep
sick kids away from classmates, setting aside a room where students who
show up sick can wait to be sent home.

And CDC also changed its advice on how long sick kids should stay
home. Students and teachers can return to school or work 24 hours after
their fever is gone; the old advice was to stay home for a week.

There are three situations generally that would justify school closure,
officials said:

-When swine flu emerges in a school where most or all of the children
have special needs, such as a school for pregnant teenagers or for
medically frail children.

-When large numbers of kids or staff come down with swine flu.

-When parents send sick, feverish kids to school despite federal and
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local guidance to keep them home.

The last scenario - sick kids with fever coming to school - prompted
dozens of New York City schools to close last spring, said Frieden, who
was serving as the city's top health official at the time.

"Perhaps we would have closed fewer, had we known then what we
know now," he said.

As with most decisions about education in the U.S., whether to close
schools is up to local officials. But those officials have been looking to
the federal government for advice about the new flu strain that has
caused a global epidemic.

The emergence of the never-before-seen flu prompted more than 700
schools to temporarily close last spring, giving students an unexpected
vacation but forcing parents to scramble to find child care.

The CDC had at first said schools should shut down for about two weeks
if there were suspected cases of swine flu. Then the CDC changed
course, saying schools did not need to close because the virus was milder
than feared. Instead, parents were told to keep sick kids home for at least
a week.

Education Secretary Arne Duncan said officials learned last spring the
benefits of pre-emptive closure may often be outweighed by negative
consequences.

The benefits must be balanced against loss of learning, lost wages for
parents, lack of access to school breakfast and lunch programs for poor
children and the danger of kids being left unsupervised, officials said.

Also up to local officials is whether and where to do mass vaccinations.
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Federal officials hope schools will play a major role in providing
vaccinations, which public health experts consider to be the strongest
defense against infection.

Duncan said he met Thursday with groups representing teachers,
principals, school boards, nurses and counselors, and that there was
universal support for school-based vaccinations.

"Children are obviously at risk here," Duncan said. "Schools want to be
part of the solution. It's a natural location. It's where our students are."

The officials at the news conference promised to provide resources for
vaccine clinics. Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius
said states have already received $260 million to help them plan.

Children are on the priority list for the first doses of swine flu vaccine,
but because of the time needed for testing and manufacturing
inoculations can't begin until school has been in session for more than a
month. The government is aiming for Oct. 15. Many questions remain,
including whether people will need one shot or two for protection. That
is in addition to the regular winter flu vaccine that is also recommended
for children.

School officials also should be planning for online or telephone distance-
learning programs in case schools are closed, Duncan said.

While this particular flu virus is new, the matter of school closings is not.
Every winter, regular flu outbreaks prompt a relatively small number of
schools to close for a few days because of high absenteeism among
students or staff.

---
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On the Net:

Federal swine flu planning: http://www.flu.gov

©2009 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be
published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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