Back to School with Food Allergies
Close to 64 million American children will be heading back to school over the next week or two.  Parents and caregivers from across the country will be pulling lunch bags and lunch boxes out from their cabinets.  As the school year kicks off, playdates will get scheduled, after school activities will be off to a running start, and the never ending flood of birthday parties will begin.

Parents and their children, will dive head first into the school social scene.  For many, the school community is central to their social life.  The kids get to know each other, as do their parents.  For many, these intertwined relationships last from Kindergarten until at least 5th grade.  

Scattered in this flood of children, are 6 million of them (8%) with a food allergy.  According to the Food Allergy Initiative, this plays out to be about 2 kids per classroom.
Needing to appropriately manage food allergies in the school community and our school social scene adds some complexity when filling up those lunch bags, planning the play-dates, and getting those parties started.  Having a food allergy (for the kids) and having a child with a food allergy (for the parents) can complicate the relationships that develop between families in the school community.  It is all too often that you hear of schools divided because of ill will sparked from differing opinions about food allergy management.
Having an understanding of what it takes to manage a food allergy can go a very long way with kids and their parents.  Preventing allergic reactions and being prepared to treat and appropriately respond to them is a constant must.  Minute amounts of food allergens can cause serious reactions. Efficient label reading, prevention of cross contact, efficient cleaning strategies, and excellent communication is necessary.  Recognizing an allergic reaction, having the appropriate emergency medicine available, knowing when and how to use it and contacting emergency services are equally critical.  The catch here is that these prevention and preparedness needs must be fulfilled in all circumstances and with all caregivers.  This requires understanding and effort on the part of the surrounding community as well as the families of kids with food allergies.  Knowing why it is that kids with food allergies need to do things a bit differently can go a long way to keeping school communities from dividing over food allergy issues.  Communication and understanding is key.
As I am passionate about food allergy education for the entire school community I have been involved in the creation of three resources:

A free 4 ½ minute slide set with audio created to educate elementary school age children without food allergies can be found at: http://www.allergyhome.org/schools/food_allergy_awareness_for_school_kids/
A free 40 minute staff awareness video created to educate school staff about the issues of prevention and preparedness can be found at:

http://www.allergyhome.org/schools/management-of-food-allergies-in-school-what-school-staff-need-to-know/
Everyday Cool with Food Allergies: A children’s book designed to help parents and caregivers teach basic food allergy management skills to preschool and early school age children. http://www.nobiggiebunch.com/launch.php
Additional information can be found at www.allergyhome.org, www.fai.usa.org, www.foodallergies.org, and www.kidswithfoodallergies.org.  
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