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INFORMATION SHEET FOR SCHOOL PRINCIPALS ON 

SWINE FLU

This information sheet gives general information about Swine Influenza (Swine Flu) as well as addressing questions that may arise within the school setting.  It particularly addresses what should be done if a child develops flu-like symptoms whilst at school.

What is Swine Influenza?

Swine Influenza is a respiratory disease of pigs caused by influenza viruses.  Cases of Swine Influenza in humans are uncommon and usually occur after direct or close contact with infected pigs, but person-to-person transmission can occasionally occur as well.  There is currently an outbreak of Swine Influenza A (H1N1) in Mexico, with more widespread person-to-person spread.  A smaller number of cases have also been reported in the U.S. and a number of other countries.

What are the symptoms of Swine Influenza?

The symptoms of Swine Influenza are similar to the symptoms of normal human, seasonal influenza and include fever, fatigue, coughing, sore throat, headache and pains in the limbs or the joints.  Some people with Swine Flu have also reported vomiting and diarrhoea.  Anyone developing these symptoms who has recently returned from a Swine Flu affected area, or who has been in contact with another confirmed case of Swine Flu, is advised to stay at home and contact their GP or Out-Of-Hours service immediately, by phone.  It is important that they do not go into their GP’s surgery or A&E Department, but that they stay at home where, if necessary, they will be visited by a doctor.

Should children who have recently returned from affected countries, like Mexico, be kept away from school?

No.  As long as they are well and not suffering from flu-like symptoms, there is no reason for these children to be kept away from school and they can carry on with their normal routine.  They should, however, be vigilant for the symptoms of flu and, at the first signs of these, should stay at home and get in contact with their GP.

What action should be taken if a child develops flu-like symptoms whilst at school?

If a child develops flu-like symptoms at school, arrangements should be made for them to be taken home as soon as possible.  Whilst waiting to go home, they should be placed in a suitable area, such as a medical room or small office, away from other children, but where an eye can be kept on them to ensure that they are all right.  If they have recently returned from a Swine Flu affected country, their parents should be advised to take them straight home and call the GP from home and a home visit should be arranged.

If the child has recently returned from a Swine Flu affected country and their symptoms are compatible with Swine Flu, then appropriate tests will be arranged.  Until the results of these tests are available, no further action is needed by the school. Even in people returning from affected countries with flu-like symptoms, the vast majority of tests turn out to be negative.  It would, therefore, be premature to take action until the test results are known.  The test results are available in a timely fashion and within plenty of time to take appropriate action, should they turn out to be positive.  It is important that school life should continue as normal until the results are available.

If the result turns out to be positive, the school will immediately be contacted and informed by the Public Health Agency, who will work closely with the school, the Education & Library Board and the Department of Education to put in place actions to protect staff and pupils of the school.  Detailed plans and procedures have been developed for this eventuality.  It is important to point out that outside of Mexico, Swine Flu has, to date, been a relatively mild illness.

A child, who was at school, is now off with flu-like symptoms.

As with the situation above, if the child has recently returned from a Swine Flu affected area, it is important that this is reported to the GP, who will visit them at home so that they can be investigated and tested.  Again, the school should take no action until the test results become available and, if positive, the school will be contacted and the action plans will be put into place.

Will the school need to be closed?

There will be an incident meeting, held at a very early stage, that will involve representatives of the school, the Education & Library Board, the Department of Education, along with health experts from the Public Health Agency that will look at all actions that are necessary to protect the health of the pupils and staff.  This will include discussions on whether the school needs to be closed.  The school will be fully involved in the decision making process.

Where can I get further information?

If you have had a pupil or member of staff from the school who has recently returned from a Swine Flu affected country and who has suffered a flu-like illness and you need public health information whilst awaiting results of testing, this can be obtained from the Operation Centre, that has been set up for dealing with cases, on the following numbers – (028) 9055 3997 or (028) 9055 3994.  Please do not use these numbers for any other reasons, or for general information, as they have been set up for dealing with possible cases only.  
More general information can be obtained from various websites, including the following;

Health Protection Agency – www.hpa.org.uk
The Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety – www.dhsspsni.gov.uk
The Department of Education  - www.deni.gov.uk
Northern Ireland Direct – the official government website for Northern Ireland citizens – www.nidirect.gov.uk
And from the Northern Ireland Swine Flu Helpline – 0800 0514 142

Should I be providing hand sanitisers in the school?

There is no need to provide hand sanitisers in schools.  However, it is important that all schools have proper hand washing and drying facilities in their toilets, including hot and cold water, liquid soap and paper towels or hot air dryers, which are available at all times.
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