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This Pandemic Influenza Planning Guide for Schools was developed to assist schools in developing 
their own pandemic influenza plans.  It is intended as a guide, listing important actions schools may 
need to undertake when preparing their plans.  Continued actions may need to be done to ensure that 
pandemic influenza plans cover the unique needs of each school. This guide was adapted from the 
Pandemic Influenza Planning Guide for Iowa Schools- January 2006. 



Guide Purpose 
 
The purpose of this guide is to assist in managing the impact of an influenza pandemic on schools 
based on three main strategies: 
 

• Reducing spread of the virus within school facilities 
• Sustaining educational functions 
• Coordination of communication to students and families, staff and the public 

 
This guide provides recommendations for schools to develop a pandemic plan including the following: 
 

• Communication to schools from external sources regarding the pandemic virus, and internal 
communications within the school 

• CAHAN (California Health Alert Network) 
• Activities to reduce the spread of the virus include: 

o Best hygiene practices- clean your hands, cover your cough and sneeze, stay home 
when you are sick 

o Reducing risk of infected persons (students, staff, visitors) entering the facility 
o Student spacing (reduce person-to-person interactions), i.e., postponing school events or 

activities (see also “social distancing”) 
o Cleaning and disinfecting of facilities 
o Educating parents/students/staff to address concerns 
o Handling students/employees who become ill at school and those who may have been 

exposed to the virus at school 
• Maintenance of Essential School Functions 

o Identification of essential staff and functions 
o Planning for absenteeism of students and staff 
o Communication with parents/guardians/students/staff 
o Education for employees/students/parents/guardians 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Section 1: Introduction to Pandemic Flu 
 

What is Pandemic Flu? 
 
Pandemic flu is a virulent human flu that causes a global outbreak, or pandemic, of serious illness. 
Pandemic flu differs from other types of flu because there is little natural immunity and the disease can 
spread easily from person-to-person. 
 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), “An influenza pandemic occurs when a new 
influenza virus appears against which the human population has no immunity, resulting in several 
simultaneous epidemics worldwide with enormous numbers of deaths and illness. With the increase in 
global transport and communications, as well as urbanization and overcrowded conditions, epidemics 
due to the new influenza virus are likely to quickly take hold around the world.” 
 
 

How does Pandemic Flu differ from other types of Flu? 
 
Influenza is a highly contagious respiratory virus that is responsible for annual epidemics in the United 
States and other countries.  Each year an average of 200,000 people are hospitalized and 36,000 die in 
the U.S. from influenza infection or a secondary complication.  During an influenza pandemic, the 
level of illness and death from influenza will likely dramatically increase worldwide. 
 
Defined, types of Influenza include: 
 

 Seasonal (or common) flu, a regularly occurring respiratory illness that can be transmitted person 
to person. Most people have some immunity, and a vaccine is available.   

 Epidemic flu, an outbreak of influenza that is larger than the usual expected numbers of flu cases, 
but is not necessarily global. 

 Avian (or bird) flu, a type of flu caused by influenza viruses that occur naturally among wild 
birds. The H5N1 variant is deadly to domestic fowl and can be transmitted from birds to humans. 
There is no human immunity and no vaccine is available. 

 Pandemic flu is a virulent flu that infects humans and causes a global outbreak, or pandemic, of 
serious illness. Pandemic flu occurs when a new strain of flu appears because there is little natural 
immunity and the disease can spread easily from person-to-person. 

 
The impact of an influenza pandemic on the local economy and business processes could be 
devastating.  It is likely that 15-35% of California’s population will be affected. There is a potential for 
high levels of illness and death, as well as significant disruption to society and our economy, making 
planning for the next influenza pandemic imperative. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What are Assumptions about Pandemic Flu? 
 
Predicted spread and severity: 

• Over a several month period, illness rates in U.S. population:  15-35% 
• Global spread:  in 3 months 
• Vaccine availability: projected at least 6 months after initial outbreak 
• Anti-viral treatment:  likely to be in short supply and may not be effective 

 
Potential effects: 

• Large percentages of the population may be unable to work for days to weeks during the 
pandemic 

• Diminished numbers of people and expertise available 
• Diminished emergency and essential services – fire, police and medical 

 
School effects: 

• Large numbers of staff absent; difficult to maintain school operations 
• Loss of services from suppliers (e.g., food service, other essential products) 
• Large numbers of students absent 
• Potential for school closure 
• Schools used as alternate care sites/shelter sites 
• Bus service reduced/canceled 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Section 2: Communication 
 
Communication for Schools 

 Coordinate policies and procedures with the local public health agencies and the California 
Department of Health Services to respond to the pandemic influenza threat. It is key that you 
partner closely with the local public health agency to establish communication mechanisms. 

 Educate faculty/staff/students/parents/guardians about effective hygiene habits to protect 
everyone before any outbreaks occur (promotion of frequent hand washing, cough/sneeze 
etiquette). 

 Identify a chain of command and establish back-ups to include an appropriate spokesperson. 
 Register and train staff for CAHAN.  
• The web-based CAHAN system is designed to broadcast warnings of impending or current 

disasters affecting the ability of health officials to provide disaster response services to the 
public, and to provide a collaborative work environment where sensitive disaster planning 
and response information may be securely shared.  Serves as a secure venue for exchanging 
information and best practices. 

• When a health alert is issued, CAHAN is capable of sending alerts to email addresses, 
telephones, faxes, alphanumeric pagers, and cell phones with short message service 
capability. 

• Interested parties may contact your local CAHAN Administrator, Jackie Mae at Shasta 
County Public Health: phone 225-3762 or email jmae@co.shasta.ca.us.  

 
Communication to Employees 

 Manage communication to employees per your individual School Emergency Plan. Advise the 
employees in advance where to find up-to-date and reliable information. Communications may 
be via email, Internet/Intranet websites, telephone or postal services. 

 Link to appropriate health or external websites. 
 Encourage employees to acquire and maintain personal, regular healthcare services. 
 Communicate about school policies for employees’ compensation and sick leave absences 

during a pandemic. 
 
Communication to Students/Parents/Guardians 

 Disseminate information about the district/school’s pandemic preparedness and response plan, 
once developed. 

 Anticipate the potential fear and anxiety of students and families as a result of rumors and 
misinformation and plan rapid and accurate communications accordingly. 

 Disseminate information for parents about the potential impact of a pandemic on school 
functioning (arranging for childcare in the event of school closure, continuity of instruction). 
The school should assure that all communications are culturally and linguistically appropriate 
and meet the needs of all students/families with special needs. 

 As more information becomes available, provide timely updates. 
 Coordinate communications with public health to ensure that the messages from schools and 
public health are consistent to reduce anxiety and promote trust (develop sample key messages 
in collaboration with Shasta County Public Health) 

 Determine how the school would communicate student deaths to the school community. 
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Section 3: Reducing the Spread of the Virus 
 
Influenza Case Definition- the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention defines an influenza-like 
illness as having the following symptoms: 

Fever of 101.5° degrees Fahrenheit or higher AND ONE OF THE FOLLOWING 
 Cough 
 Sore Throat 
 Headache 
 Muscle ache 

 
A student with flu-like symptoms must be sent to the office for screening (symptom check and /or 
taking temperature). If student meets the case definition as described above, he/she must be excluded 
from school until symptom-free. 
 
Guidelines for Administrators to Reduce the Spread of Influenza at School 

Prevention and Planning 
• Train nurses and staff in flu recognition. 
• Educate staff, students and parents about the differences between seasonal flu, bird flu and 

pandemic flu; best hygienic practices to prevent any sort of flu. Promote seasonal flu control. 
• Consider provision of sufficient and accessible infection prevention supplies (soap, alcohol-

based hand hygiene products, tissues and appropriate receptacles). 
• Identify students who are most vulnerable to serious illness (immune compromised, chronic 

illness, etc.). 
• Appoint a pandemic committee and/or team.  This individual or team should have defined roles 

and ensure that preparedness and pandemic response planning occurs.  The team should 
identify the school authorities responsible for activating the Pandemic Influenza Plan. 

• Develop an Incident Command System within the school to manage the Pandemic Influenza 
Plan. Collaborate with your local Emergency Manager and then test the linkage with the local 
Incident Command System. 

• All planning activities should include input from labor/administration/employee/student/ parent 
representatives as soon as appropriate. 

• The pandemic coordinator and/or team should review collaborate in the local emergency 
response and public health plans.  Review internal communicable disease policies and 
procedures, and compose and maintain the Pandemic Influenza Plan for the school. 

• Develop a means to coordinate communications to staff, students and families so that they 
receive consistent messages. 

• Consider developing a process with local public health a surveillance mechanism to report a 
substantial increase in absenteeism among students and faculty. 

 
During a Pandemic 
• Upon notification that a pandemic is occurring, the pandemic coordinator and/or team for each 

facility should do the following: 
o Set up prominent notices at all entry points to the facility and advise staff, students and 

visitors not to enter if they have symptoms of influenza. 
o Educate employees, students, parents and visitors on how to stop the spread of the virus.  

Notices may be placed around the school (including entrances, notice boards, meeting 



rooms and restrooms).  Notices should contain information regarding hand hygiene, 
covering coughs and sneezes and student spacing. 

o Ensure that adequate supplies of tissues, hand-sanitizing gels, soap and water and 
cleaning supplies are available for employees and students. 

o The pandemic coordinator should ensure that employee, student and parent education 
include a pandemic influenza fact sheet containing information regarding stopping the 
spread of the virus and performing effective student spacing. 

o Consider and prepare for how/if the school may function with 30% of the workforce 
absent. 

o Consider alternatives such as staggered school times, changes in bussing and 
telecommunications. 

o Consider establishing policies and procedures for implementing containment measures 
(canceling sports events and other mass gatherings). 

o Consider developing alternative procedures to assure continuity of instruction, distance-
learning methods (web-based, telephone trees, mailed lessons and assignments, 
instruction via local radio or TV stations) in the event of large numbers of absenteeism 
or school closure. 

o As a last resort, and in consultation with public health officials and dependent upon the 
significance of the outbreak, consider if/when the school will close as school closures 
may actually increase disease transmission if not orchestrated correctly. 

o Educate, guide and communicate to the community that the closing of schools is a last 
resort and is only effective for disease containment if the staff and students are directed 
to stay at home during the school closure (see sample of key messages). 

 
Student Spacing (social distancing) 
Student spacing refers to distancing individuals and strategies to reduce the spread of the virus between 
people. 

• Education on student spacing should be distributed to all staff, students and parents. 
• Student spacing strategies may include: 

o Spacing students’ desks three (3) feet apart, in small pods or clusters 
o Discouraging prolonged congregation in hallways, lunch rooms, etc. 
o Staggered school times 
o Staggered bus routes so there are fewer people on each route 
o Limiting group activities and interaction between classes 
o Canceling gym class, choir or other school activities that place individuals in close 

proximity. 
 
School Cleaning 

• Shared work areas such as desktops, tables, door knobs, stair rails, etc., should be cleaned with 
a disinfectant at least daily, and more often if possible. 

• Filters of the air conditioning systems should be cleaned and changed frequently. 
• Telephones should not be shared. 
• Specialized cleaning solutions are not essential.  Standard cleaning products are adequate 

(including soap and water) and can disinfect surfaces.  Most important is the frequency of 
cleaning. 

• Where operationally possible, during the day increase ventilation to the facility to decrease the 
spread of disease.  Following each school day the school may be thoroughly ventilated and 



cleaned (either by opening all doors and windows or turning up the air conditioning/heating 
systems). 

 
Managing Illness in Staff, Students or Visitors 

• Pandemic coordinators should post information on what to do if people get sick while at school. 
• Educate staff and students regarding symptoms of illness. 
• If a person becomes ill, or if someone observes that another person is exhibiting symptoms of 

influenza at work/school, make sure the ill person leaves the school as soon as possible. 
• Consider establishing policies for transporting ill students. 
• The person should be encouraged to seek medical care and report back to pandemic coordinator 

if influenza is likely. 
• Educate staff and parents/students regarding standard baselines for staying home and when they 

may return to school. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Section 4: Continuity of Operations 
 
Your school’s administrative team should ensure that core functions, people and skills have been 
identified and that strategies are in place to manage these prior to the pandemic. 
 
Identify a process for maintaining the operations of the central office (including budget, payroll and 
ongoing communications with parents and students) with reduced staff. 
 
 
 
References:  Pandemic Flu Checklist for Local Educational Agencies in California (CA Department of 

Education). 
 
Contact: CA Department of Education Pandemic Planning Liaison: Linda Davis-Alderet  

(916) 319-0284 (as of 12/06) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Section 5: School Pandemic Plan Maintenance 
 

• The plan should be reviewed and revised annually. 
• The plan should be exercised and tested annually. 
• Exercise results should be incorporated into plans. 
• Exercise and share your plan with your partners such as: 

o Shasta County Public Health; 
o Neighboring schools; 
o Other key partners that you may identify during your planning. 
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