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Principals, Superintendents, and School Boards

	A self-serve food bar with unsupervised handling of uncovered food; lack of time for handwashing before eating; lack of handwashing facilities...a combination of things can contribute to a foodborne outbreak.

Wendy Treptow,  School District Nurse
 in Wisconsin


Principals, Superintendents, and School Boards Are Essential to a Food-Safe School

· The principal’s, superintendent’s, and school board’s support and approval is critical to implementing food safety policies and procedures.

· Principals, superintendents, and school boards develop and/or implement procedures for school staff to ensure a food-safe school eating environment. 

· Principals, superintendents, and school boards have the power to make food safety a priority in schools, protecting students, staff, and the school from foodborne illness outbreaks.

What You Can Do:
Principals, Superintendents, and School Boards

Administrators and school boards set the tone for school-related initiatives. Without administrative support, food-safety initiatives will have limited effectiveness. The first responsibility of the principal, superintendent, or school board is to designate a Food-Safe School Team Leader who will form a Food-Safe School Team that will work to improve food safety in your school. While the Food-Safe School Team, led by the Team Leader, is responsible for carrying out the activities recommended in this Food-Safe School Action Guide, the administrator’s role is to establish food safety as a priority in your school, and empower Food-Safe School Team members to create a safe food environment throughout your school. In addition, it is important for the administrator to periodically monitor the team’s progress.

School venues where food is prepared or consumed include: the school cafeteria, classrooms, vending machines, school stores, parties, concession stands at school events/sporting events, after school programs, school-sponsored fundraising activities (e.g., bake sales), field trips, and staff and family meetings. It is imperative that you support the development and enforcement of school polices and procedures that ensure food is as safe as possible in all these environments. For example, when planning fundraising activities, alternatives to bake sales should be considered (e.g., a car wash). By restricting the sale of homemade food from your fundraising activities, you protect your students, staff, and community from potential harm caused by unsafe food. You also protect your school from liability. However, if you decide to allow bake sales at your school, it is important to ensure that everyone involved is familiar with the basic food safety principles of clean, separate, cook, and chill.

We realize that personnel or financial resources may limit your school’s ability to fully implement the recommendations in the Food-Safe School Action Guide. It is important to realize that incremental improvement is better than no improvement at all and that help is available. Donations from private industry may be obtained through successful solicitation efforts and grant-funding assistance may be available to cover costs associated with program establishment, promotion and continuation. Please refer to the funding resources listed at the end of this section, for more information.

	Critical Recommendations
for Principals, Superintendents,
and School Boards

	1. Work with the Food-Safe School Team to develop policies and procedures to ensure all food stored, prepared, served, or consumed at school is as safe as possible.

2. Incorporate food safety into a crisis management plan that has internal and external components.

3. Develop, in consultation with your local health department and relevant school staff (e.g., the school nurse and foodservice manager), policies and procedures for reporting suspected outbreaks to the local health department.

4. Work with the school nurse and attendance staff to develop policies and procedures for obtaining and recording ill students’ symptoms.

5. Train staff on policies, procedures, and plans.

6. Supervise facilities management and maintenance staff to ensure adequacy and functioning of handwashing facilities in all restrooms. 

7. Encourage handwashing and model proper handwashing techniques.

8. Encourage the hiring of foodservice managers who are certified in food safety and sanitation.

9. Ensure foodservice equipment is working properly and, if necessary, see that it is repaired, replaced, or taken out of service. 


Critical Recommendation 1: 

Work with the Food-Safe School Team to Develop Policies and Procedures to Ensure All Food Stored, Prepared, Served, or Consumed at School Is as Safe as Possible

One step in preventing foodborne illness in all school settings where food is stored, prepared, served, or consumed is the development of food safety policies and procedures. Policies and procedures are important because they guide the actions of school staff to ensure food safety. The policies and procedures should spell out clearly what should be done, why it should be done, and who should do it. In addition, for policies and procedures to be effective, they should be part of an overall plan that includes a timeline for implementation, an evaluation component, task assignments, and specification of necessary personnel and financial resources. The Food-Safe School Team may be called upon as often as necessary to provide specific input and recommendations that will help inform decision making. 

Family involvement is encouraged in developing and enforcing school food safety policies and procedures. Research has shown that family involvement in education benefits students, families, teachers, and schools at the preschool, elementary, junior high, or high school level. By participating in shared decision-making, joint planning, goal setting, and so on, families can better learn how to help their children and will become more supportive of school policies, procedures, programs, and initiatives for which they have a sense of ownership. The end result is better communication between home and school and increased role-modeling and reinforcement of desired food safety practices by families.

Every school is different, so it is impossible to provide one-size-fits-all model food safety policies and procedures, however, samples are available to guide the development process. If possible, individual school policies, procedures, and programs should be aligned with the policies, procedures, and programs of both local and state health and education agencies. These agencies can provide model policies, support for training, and other valuable resources.

Refer to the resources for Critical Recommendation 1 listed at the end of this section for sample school food safety policies, food safety concession guidelines, and information about policy and procedure development and implementation.

Critical Recommendation 2: 

Incorporate Food Safety into a Crisis Management Plan That Has Internal and External Components

All schools should have a crisis management plan to guide the actions of school staff when an emergency situation occurs. However, this plan may not have a section focused on food safety and foodborne illness. Because of the inherent dangers of foodborne illness to students and the resulting liability issues for schools, it is advisable for principals, superintendents, and the school board to incorporate food safety into their existing crisis management plans.

The crisis management plan should contain both internal and external components. Internally, the plan should provide detailed information on the steps school staff should take for communicating within the school about the outbreak. This includes notifying the principal, superintendent of schools, and other district administration, that a problem exists, communicating with the foodservice manager to ensure suspect foods are removed and samples are saved for analysis, and alerting the school nurse, central office staff, and teachers to be on the lookout for other students who may have been affected. External components of the plan should address how and when to notify the local health department, the media, and the families of students. 
	Sample School Food Safety Policies

	With the health and safety of its students in mind, the California School Boards Association developed a policy that permits food sales by school-related groups (e.g., students, teachers, families, booster groups) provided the following conditions are met:

· All sanitation and safety procedures comply with the requirements of the California Uniform Retail Food Facilities Law,

· Food sales comply with state and federal regulations,

· Superintendent approval has been obtained,

· Student participation in the district’s foodservice program is not impaired, and

· All profits will benefit the school or student groups sponsoring the sale.

In addition, the policy outlines specific nutrition-related rules and regulations that must be followed.

Similarly, the Hacienda La Puente Unified School District created a policy addressing the use of kitchen facilities for the preparation or serving of food by an outside group. The policy specifies that: a foodservice employee must be present to protect district property, give instruction in the proper use of equipment, see that regulations set up by the county sanitation department and school district are followed, and assist with the work.

Adapted from:  
NSBA’s School Health Resource Database


	Crisis Communication Tips

	Working with Local Health Department

Follow the regulations of your state.

Deal positively with all regulatory agencies.

Allow inspectors to inspect the property.

Provide requested data.

Be cooperative.

Dealing with Ill Students

Listen carefully.

Refrain from diagnosing symptoms.

Record only what the person says.

Note the time the symptoms started.

Remain polite and concerned.

Dealing with Families of Ill Students

Refer them to a physician for medical advice.

Respond cautiously to avoid admitting liability.

Acknowledge the seriousness of the incident.

Convey your determination to get to the bottom of it.

Remain polite and concerned.

Dealing with Media

Have one point of contact for the media.

Provide accurate data.

Be prepared to answer “loaded” questions.

Answer only the questions asked.

Use clear, understandable language.

Remain calm and professional.

Tell the truth.

Acknowledge the seriousness of the situation.

Respond as quickly as practical.

Adapted from: HACCP: The Future Challenge, p. 24 and tips from Vanessa Rugo, crisis counsel with the Boston-based crisis communications firm Clarke & Co. as printed in Master Disaster Before it Happens: Foodborne Illness Crisis. Food Management. 1999: 34-38, 64, 81.


Critical Recommendation 3: 

Develop, in Consultation with Your Local Health Department and Relevant School Staff (e.g., the School Nurse and Foodservice Manager), Policies and Procedures for Reporting Suspected Outbreaks to the Local Health Department

There are several possible causes of an outbreak: 1) the illnesses may be community-based (e.g., from a grocery store, party, restaurant, or other place where a common meal was served), 2) the school may have been provided with a contaminated food product, 3) food may have been brought into a school from the outside which caused illness, or 4) the school may have inadvertently caused the outbreak through an ill food handler/server, unsafe procedures, or malfunctioning equipment. In any case, it is vital for the local health department to be immediately notified of a potential outbreak so that they can determine the cause and prevent additional illnesses or deaths. Additional outbreaks or deaths may occur unless the cause is identified and steps are taken to eliminate the hazard. 

In the event of a real or suspected outbreak, policies and procedures about reporting foodborne illness outbreaks need to be in place to guide the actions of school staff. If such policies and procedures do not already exist, the principal, superintendent, or school board should work with relevant staff (e.g., the school nurse and foodservice manager) and the local health department to develop them. If a school nurse is not on staff, the Food-Safe School Team Leader can assist in procedure development. A foodborne illness outbreak reporting procedure should outline specific steps school staff should take in a food-related emergency. Specifically, the policies and procedures should state when and how school staff should notify the principal, the superintendent of schools, and the local health department of a problem. 

While CDC defines a foodborne outbreak as “the occurrence of two or more [confirmed] cases of a similar illness resulting from the ingestion of a common food in the United States,” you may wish to develop, in consultation with your local health department, an operational definition for cases of potential or suspected foodborne illness that reflects an “unusually high occurrence of illness” (i.e., the observed number of cases exceeds the “usual” number) for your school. When developing this definition, it is important for schools to consider the typical rate of absenteeism on any given school day as well as the implication of holidays, exams, large group trips, seasonal illness, etc., on absenteeism rates. Unusually high absenteeism can be an indicator of a foodborne illness outbreak. Together, with your local health department, you can establish a threshold over which you should: (1) suspect the occurrence of a possible foodborne illness outbreak at your school and (2) contact the local health department to request an investigation. Of course, if there is one confirmed culture of Salmonella, Shigella, E. coli, or other foodborne illness, the local health department should be contacted immediately.

Critical Recommendation 4: 

Work with the School Nurse and Attendance Staff to Develop Policies and Procedures for Obtaining and Recording Ill Students’ Symptoms

While lab testing is the only way to confirm a student has contracted a foodborne illness, procedures can be developed and implemented to assist schools in recognizing symptoms of foodborne illness and generating information that could alert the school nurse, or other school staff members, to potentially serious health problems, such as an outbreak of foodborne illness. Therefore, principals, superintendents, or the school board should work with the school nurse and attendance office staff to develop policies and procedures for obtaining and recording students’ symptoms. Administrators can work with school staff and family organizations to encourage families to report symptoms when a child has a suspected food-related illness. These policies and procedures should include procedures for documenting symptoms when students and staff report to the school nurse’s office and when a parent or guardian calls to report a student’s absence from school.

· Documenting symptoms when students and staff report to the school nurse’s office.

A best practice is to keep a school health log on student and staff illness that includes:

· Description of symptoms reported 

· Date and time of symptom onset

· Duration of symptoms (how long symptoms lasted)

· Any medications dispensed

With this information, the school nurse can watch for trends in health complaints, especially in the timing or location of complaints, and can recognize signs that health problems may be food-related. It is important that this school health log is kept confidential as required by law.

· Documenting the symptoms when a parent or guardian calls to report a student’s absence from school.

The school nurses should work with attendance staff to record and monitor specific information that can help to identify possible cases of foodborne illness. When a student misses school, a parent or guardian should call the school to report the student’s absence. If the absence is due to illness, the attendance staff should record the following information in a confidential absentee log:

· Description of symptoms reported 

· Date and time of symptom onset

· Duration of symptoms (how long symptoms lasted)

School nurses can later review this log to determine if the illness may be related to food and if more students may have been affected. By providing a consistent record of student illnesses, the absentee log can assist the school nurse or school attendance staff in determining whether student illnesses are the result of a foodborne illness outbreak.

Critical Recommendation 5: 

Train Staff on Policies, Procedures, and Plans

For food safety policies, procedures, and plans to be effective, school staff should be trained on them and understand their importance. The school principal, superintendent, or school board should ensure staff awareness and implementation of policies, procedures, and plans through formal discussion of the policies, procedures, and plans during a mandatory staff meeting, individual discussions with key staff, or the distribution of a memorandum.

Because strict compliance with these policies, procedures, and plans can minimize the impact of an outbreak should one occur, principals, superintendents, or the school board should enforce these policies, procedures, and plans. If staff need training on how to comply with these policies, procedures, and plans the principal, superintendent, or school board should make sure training is provided.

Critical Recommendation 6: 

Supervise Facilities Management and Maintenance Staff to Ensure Adequacy and Functioning of Handwashing Facilities in All Restrooms

Because handwashing removes germs that can cause disease, principals, superintendents, or the school board should ensure that facilities management and maintenance staff provide all students with access to handwashing facilities and supplies. Although handwashing is one of the most important ways to prevent illness, many students fail to wash their hands simply because handwashing facilities or supplies (e.g., warm water, soap, paper towels) are not available or are inconveniently located. The principal, superintendent, or the school board should set expectations that the facilities management, custodial or janitorial staff clean and restock the restrooms several times during the day. In addition, if possible, the principal, superintendent, or the school board should ensure that handwashing facilities and supplies are located near the cafeteria to encourage students to wash their hands before and after eating lunch.

Critical Recommendation 7: 

Encourage Handwashing and Model Proper Handwashing Techniques

It is important for students and school staff to be aware of the appropriate occasions for handwashing and to know the proper techniques for effective cleansing. The very nature of the school environment necessitates close contact and inevitably facilitates the transfer of germs. Given that illness caused by the spread of germs is a major contributor to absenteeism in schools, promoting handwashing can result in reducing illness and the number of lost learning days. Promoting handwashing can have the added benefit of decreasing the costs of lost public funding and school administrative, health care, and family leave expenses to which illness-related absenteeism contributes significantly. Refer to the resources for Critical Recommendation 7 listed at the end of this section for free handwashing Web resources, curricula, and materials.

Consider implementing the following:

· Develop and have staff and students implement classroom handwashing policies and procedures (e.g., require handwashing before and during cooking in class, before and after lunch, after coming in from outside, after bathroom use, and more frequently if someone is sick).

· Ensure adequate handwashing facilities and supplies (e.g., soap, warm water, paper towels) in a safe environment.

· If possible, place handwashing stations near water fountains in the lunchroom and in classrooms.

· Support bathroom monitoring efforts (e.g., by school volunteers) to ensure the availability of supplies and to deter misuse.

· Have facilities management clean and restock restrooms multiple times during the day. Make sure they have a checklist of appropriate duties (e.g., refill paper towel and soap dispensers, or check dispensers for proper working order, etc.). Have them return a marked checklist to the school office each day.

· Ask students to help maintain clean and safe school bathrooms.

· Allow students more time for lunch and in between classes to facilitate handwashing behavior.

· Include a discussion of handwashing in already established school curriculum at every grade level (e.g., have the school nurse or teacher explain handwashing during a science lesson on germs and illness, involving experiments such as plating or GloGerm™ which show growth rates and transmission of germs, respectively. In history curricula, handwashing could be discussed during a lesson on the middle ages and the effects sanitation had on relevant epidemics during that time).

· Reinforce good hygiene practices through student, teacher, classroom recognition and rewards. Highlight good practices, especially among students.

· Encourage families, teachers, school nurses, and other school staff to role model proper handwashing for students by practicing the behavior themselves.

Critical Recommendation 8: 

Encourage the Hiring of Foodservice Managers Who Are Certified in Food Safety and Sanitation 

People who work in school foodservice are in a unique position to prevent students from becoming seriously or even fatally ill because of the key role they play in keeping food safe. As part of their jobs, foodservice staff need to know how to protect students from foodborne illness. By requiring that foodservice managers are trained and certified in food safety and sanitation, schools can help safeguard student health and well-being. 

Therefore, principals, superintendents, or the school board should encourage the hiring of foodservice managers who have passed a food safety manager certification exam. Certified managers, equipped with essential food safety knowledge and skills, are better able to train and monitor their staff, ensuring the safety of school food.

Critical Recommendation 9: 

Ensure Foodservice Equipment Is Working Properly and, If Necessary, See That it Is Repaired, Replaced, or Taken out of Service

Proper functioning of equipment is crucial to cooking, heating, cooling, and holding foods at proper temperatures. If the equipment is old or poorly maintained, it is less likely to function properly, leading to a higher risk of foodborne illness. Therefore, kitchen facilities and equipment should be inspected to ensure proper functioning. If necessary, repairs or replacements should be made. If the current school budget does not allow for the purchase of new equipment, any necessary repairs should be made immediately and consideration should be given to advocate for this purchase in the next year’s budget. However, if the equipment is deemed irreparable, schools should not wait a year before replacing faulty equipment. For food to be stored and prepared safely, all kitchen equipment must be in proper working order.

Resources

The following two Web sites provide a wealth of general school food safety information and resources targeted to a variety of audiences. In addition, these two sites either link, or will soon link, to the National Environmental Health Association’s (NEHA’s) food resource materials review database. This database contains information on materials (literature, audio-visual, etc.) that NEHA has reviewed, evaluated, and recommended for content quality and compatibility with the 2001 FDA Food Code.

USDA/FDA Foodborne Illness Educational Materials Database:

http://www.nal.usda.gov/foodborne

National Coalition for Food Safe Schools (NCFSS):

http://www.foodsafeschools.org

Funding Resources

· Healthy Youth Funding Database (HY-FUND)
http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dash/funding.htm
Formerly known as the Adolescent and School Health Funding Database, this resource contains information on federal, foundation, and state-specific funding sources for school health programs.

· National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP)
http://www.naesp.org/grntinfo.htm
This site contains multiple links to sources for additional educational grant funding as well as general guidance that can help grant seekers increase their chances for a successful application with any foundation.

Resources for Critical Recommendation 1

· National School Boards Association (NSBA) School Health Resource Database
http://www.nsba.org/schoolhealth/database.htm
NSBA’s School Health Resource Database contains nearly 3,000 items, including sample policies, articles, and training tools, that address issues facing local school districts.


· For more information, contact:
National School Boards Association
School Health Programs
1680 Duke Street
Alexandria, VA 223314
Telephone (703) 838-6722
Fax (703) 548-5516
E-mail: schoolhealth@nsba.org

· Developing School Food Safety Policies: A Guidebook for Cooperative Extension Educators
University of Rhode Island
Department of Nutrition and Food Sciences
Cooperative Extension Food Safety Education Program
Kingston, RI 02881-0804
401-874-2960

· Fit, Healthy, and Ready to Learn: A School Health Policy Guide
http://www.nasbe.org/HealthySchools/fithealthy.mgi
National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE)
To order, call NASBE at 1-800-220-5183 or write to:
277 South Washington Street, Suite 100
Alexandria, VA 22314 

Foodservice Requirements for Temporary Events:
http://www.dupagehealth.org/safefood/industry/tfp/tfp_booklet.pdf

Cooking For Groups: A Volunteer’s Guide to Food Safety:
http://www.fsis.usda.gov/oa/pubs/cfg/cfg.htm

Information on Bake Sales: 
http://www.foodsafety.gov/~fsg/fsgbake.html 
http://www.state.ak.us/dec/deh/sanitat/bakesale.htm 

Sample Food Safety Concession Guidelines:
http://sites.state.pa.us/PA_Exec/Agriculture/bureaus/foodsafety/foodpublications/
foodpublications.htm

Legislative provisions, regulations, and policies on competitive foodservices:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/HealthyEating/CF_NSLP.htm 

Resources for Critical Recommendation 4

· Guidelines for Protecting Confidential Student Health Information
http://www.ashaweb.org
National Task Force on Confidential Student Health Information, 2000, $18.95
Available from: American School Health Association; (800) 445-2742 fax (330) 678-4526. 

Resources for Critical Recommendation 7

American Society for Microbiology:
http://www.washup.org

National Coalition for Food-Safe Schools:
http://www.foodsafeschools.org

USDA/FDA Foodborne Illness Educational Materials Database – Handwashing:
http://www.nal.usda.gov/foodborne/fbindex/019.htm

Massachusetts Medical Society Online:
http://www2.mms.org/pages/handwash.asp

CDC National Center for Infectious Diseases:
http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/op/handwashing.htm

Partnership for Food Safety Education:
http://www.fightbac.org/clean.cfm

CDC/SDA School Network for Absenteeism Prevention:
http://www.itsasnap.org

Georgia-Pacific Health Smart™ Institute Science Lesson:
http://www.gphealthsmart.com
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