Phoenix Allergy Network (PAN) is not in support of a peanut ban in the school system. We believe it sets up a false sense of security. PAN supports food allergic families, educational awareness and proactively working with the school system and the community. “The Arizona Resource Guide for Managing Life Threatening Food Allergies” suggests the team approach for managing food allergies. We realize there is no one size fits all approach to managing food allergies in the school setting. Your school team will take into consideration your child’s unique medical accommodations. The Guidelines are flexible and set up to help an overall plan for the school setting. In response to the ban, the following documentation supports this opinion:

1. Food Allergy & Anaphylaxis Network:

School Board Guide to Food Allergy Management 

Updating School Board Policies, National School Boards Association, Vol. 28, No. 3, June/July 1997 


By Anne Muñoz-Furlong 

 http://www.nsba.org/site/print.asp?TRACKID=&VID=38&ACTION=PRINT&CID=1141&DID=31327
To Ban or Not To Ban 

Many parents feel that the only way to protect their child and prevent a tragedy at school is to demand that the school ban certain products such as peanuts. The position of FAN and our Medical Advisory Board is not to support this strategy. In order for a ban to work, one would need to have everyone in the school diligently reading ingredient labels and calling manufacturers to determine if that food contained any of the offending food. That's not a realistic expectation. Additionally, banning causes a number of problems. It may create a false sense of security that could be disastrous since diligence is key to preventing allergic reactions. Many parents believe banning peanut butter and jelly sandwiches will take care of the peanut allergy problem but peanuts are used in many ways in many products. One school where peanuts were banned last year reported two accidental ingestions of peanuts used in baked goods and candies. 

A ban may pit parents against parents. When the peanut ban was declared in North Andover, Massachusetts, the media had a field day showing how emotionally charged this issue can be. Some parents declared peanut butter was all their children would eat and they would starve without it. Others protested that their children might die if exposed to peanut butter. Several parents of allergic children complained that they wanted their children to be treated as "normal" people and that creating a ban stigmatizes them and fails to teach the children how to live with their allergy. Some parents in the North Andover schools whose children have peanut allergy actually took that information off the school health forms so their children would not be singled out. This action illustrates the problem with extreme measures. The children were left with the most dangerous of all possibilities – no one besides the parents of these children knew they were at risk for a potentially fatal allergic reaction. 

While peanuts are a big factor in the field of children's allergies, it should not be forgotten that milk, tree nuts, and eggs also may present problems. One way to minimize these problems is through education. It is the key to avoiding an allergic reaction and successfully living with peanut or other food allergies. 

2. SchoolNurse.com

Peanut Allergy: Ban or Plan?
(Burks W and Wheeler L. Peanut-free or peanut-smart? Allergy education vital in schools. AAP News 1999; Feb:20)
http://www.schoolnurse.com/med_info/peanutall.html

Peanut Allergy: Ban or Plan?

School nurses and parents can develop ways to help a child avoid allergic reactions yet participate fully in all school activities. The physician should prescribe the child's treatment protocol for school use, with epinephrine as the first drug used in the emergency care of a life-threatening reaction. All persons who supervise the child need training in basic resuscitation and use of the auto-injector devices to administer epinephrine. 

Some schools have "banned" peanut products, but the Food Allergy Network is concerned that children would develop a false sense of security rather than developing the skills to deal with a potential problem. Measures to control the risk of exposure to peanuts include substituting ingredients for food-related lessons and "no-trading" food or eating utensils. 

Why the recent attention to peanut allergy? An estimated six percent of people have diagnosed food allergies. This increase is related to the increased prevalence of atopic disease generally, exposure to peanuts in the diet at an earlier age, and more attention to diagnosing food-related conditions. 

Peanut and tree nut allergies develop during the first three years of life presenting with skin, GI and respiratory system symptoms. Unlike milk and egg allergies that are usually outgrown, peanut sensitivity appears lifelong. The child who had a mild reaction should be handled as if the next reaction will be anaphylactic in nature. 

3. Parents.com

Ban or not to ban?

Michael C. Young, MD, author of “The Peanut Allergy Answer Book”

http://www.parents.com/parents/story.jsp?catref=prt1&page=2&storyid=/templatedata/hk/story/data/1157744713078.xml
Banning Peanuts in Schools

Q. Should peanuts be banned from schools?

A. Consider this real-life scenario:

Mark, age 5, is severely allergic to peanuts and has already had three episodes of anaphylaxis, one requiring hospitalization. He has been kept out of preschool because the family could not find a school that satisfied their stringent requirements. They are now about to enroll Mark in kindergarten and are requesting a letter of medical necessity from me and the pediatrician to order that his school prohibit peanuts and peanut products from Mark's classroom, as well as from the school cafeteria.

The social and legal aspects of this question are very similar to those of airline peanut exposure. Many preschools and some schools have in fact banned peanuts from the classrooms and cafeterias. Whether they do so largely depends on the number of students affected in the school and community, parents' efforts, and the willingness of the school system and community to make accommodations.

There are good arguments for both sides. Peanut allergy is a potentially life-threatening condition; it would make sense to eliminate any possibility of exposure in a setting with young children who cannot be expected to understand all the problems of management, let alone the implications of having a life-threatening reaction. On the other hand, without foolproof methods of guaranteeing peanut detection 100 percent of the time, there is no way to enforce a true "peanut-free" school. It would be difficult to do detailed inspections of all food brought into school by other students, assuming that everything had an ingredient label, and most families would not be expected to have adequate knowledge of peanut allergy to be able to make school lunches peanut-free -- nor could they be expected to have that motivation. As with peanut-free flights, some also argue that a "false sense of security" results from a school that claims to be peanut-free, resulting in decreased vigilance and monitoring over time.

Another problem is that older children who never have to face dealing with "real-life" situations of hidden exposures, such as cross contamination, because they have been in peanut-free environments at home and at school, may be at a disadvantage when they go to college and eventually are on their own. In addition, there is the consideration of the children with other life-threatening food allergies. Do we also ban milk, eggs, wheat, soy, tree nuts, seafood, etc., from schools to accommodate these other students? These are by no means easy questions to answer and are the subject of many debates in local communities. Fortunately, most schools and families usually are able to agree on very practical school plans.

Preventative Measures

In most cases, compromise solutions are reached, such as having a peanut-free table in the cafeteria or a peanut-free room. Some schools have a designated peanut table or area where all the peanut products are eaten, leaving the rest of the cafeteria peanut free. These zone approaches are generally quite satisfactory because the actual risk in a dining hall with good ventilation and no exposure to the actual cooking fumes is very low, particularly for anaphylaxis. Of course, every effort needs to be made to minimize your child's sense of isolation; he or she should be able to pick several friends to sit at the peanut-free table.

In addition to cafeteria precautions, students are given age-appropriate education in allergy and what the consequences of anaphylaxis are. The dangers of sharing foods and snacks must be discussed. This education often must begin with the school nurse explaining these issues to administrative staff. For preschools and lower grade classes with very young, difficult-to-monitor children and classes with multiple peanut-allergic students, a peanut-free classroom might end up being an easier approach for teachers and staff.

The key to the success of any preventive plan is access to and availability of epinephrine. This can not be overstated. Without easy access to epinephrine in areas where food and eating occur, potential disaster awaits. This can be a problem, particularly for children who, because of their age, do not have permission to carry their epinephrine with them and are therefore dependent on the school nurse for their epinephrine.

Many schools have to share one nurse, so an individual school may only have the nurse there a few days each week. In this common situation, the nurse has the ability and legal authority in many states to train a designee in the use and administration of epinephrine. This designee can be a teacher, principal, secretary, or any individual in the school able and available to perform this crucial function in the absence of the school nurse. You need to know exactly what the school nurse's weekly schedule is and to whom she has designated the responsibility for administering epinephrine on the days she is not present in the school. You should have this plan in writing from the school nurse and principal.

4. Calgary Allergy Network

Why Don’t We Just Ban Peanuts (and Nuts) At School?

By Nancy Wiebe 

http://www.calgaryallergy.ca/Articles/English/whynotban.htm


Having your doctor say that your child or someone in your care has a life-
threatening allergy is a very intimidating and scary thing.  Once we get over that shock, other questions come to our minds such as:  How do we cope with this?  How can we keep our child safe? How can we help others understand, raise their awareness and get their cooperation?  In this article, I will outline why I think bans on foods do not work for the benefit of our children, their friends or the school. 

One of the keys to living with life-threatening allergies is dealing with the issues of control and fear.  I think these two issues are at the root of asking for food bans.  In preschool days, we can generally control the child’s food and environment, which is comfortable for parents.  Of course, there is always an underlying fear of a reaction occurring.  However, at school and other settings, there are many things we cannot control and we are naturally concerned about the child being safe.  We need to learn what is controllable and achievable, take the necessary precautions and not let fear take over. 

First, we must teach our child about the allergy and help him/her learn the skills they need to keep themselves safe. This is a gradual process.  They must learn that it’s their allergy and that the world will not necessarily change to accommodate them.  They need to learn to take precautions, to get others’ cooperation and understanding, and accept that they can live a normal life. An individualized, physician prescribed treatment plan will help them to understand the emergency procedures and feel more in control.  Handling the allergy should be like any other issue in a child’s life...offering the most protection when young and teaching them to be more independent and responsible as they get older. 

Second, we parents must become teachers and advocates. There is quite a learning curve to truly understanding the impact of this allergy, especially for those not living with it. Try to imagine learning about living with diabetes.  The information will be repeated many times in many different venues.  Doing just one presentation at school is not enough.  Lots of diplomacy and patience are needed because change is difficult for most of us. We as parents must also be flexible, recognizing that there is no one strategy or policy which works for every child and school.  It will take discussion and negotiation. Through education, we can build understanding, cooperation and encourage a "village" mentality that will help others, particularly classmates, want to make the necessary changes which will make the environment safer. 

Here are some reasons for not banning peanuts and nuts for the whole school (although I believe that there need to be provisions for peanut/nut-free areas of an elementary school): 

There is no such thing as a “peanut/nut-free” school. You can never guarantee that a school doesn't have peanuts or nuts without bodily searching everyone and everything all the time. This has been attempted with very negative results. Even then, kids can have peanut butter on their hands from breakfast at home.   We can’t assume that any place is free of peanuts and nuts. 

"Peanut/nut-free" gives everyone a feeling of false security, which in turn encourages complacency in the school about dealing with life-threatening allergies.  The kids with allergies can become lax about the precautions they need to take because they think they are in a “safe” environment.  Parents may think their job of educating and raising awareness (in their children and the school) is no longer necessary.  School staff will direct their attention to other higher profile concerns. 

When a ban goes into place, often the energy and effort moves from educating and raising awareness to enforcing the ban.  A ban can also single out the children with allergies and make them susceptible to bullying.  The children need to learn to “fit in” and have self-confidence, and not let their identity revolve around having the allergy.  This will help them handle bullies and avoid being targets for bullies. 

Telling people they can't have something because of a few is antagonistic to many parents and uncomfortable for the school.  Generally our generation does not react well to the word "BAN". When banning has been implemented, it usually takes about a year for the backlash to develop.  By then, it becomes very difficult to retreat to a more “middle-of-the-road” approach because the parents who are upset are unwilling to listen or cooperate. 

There are other life-threatening triggers such as milk, wheat or eggs, which would be impossible to ban. Where do you stop? The school must meet many needs, often from competing agendas.  We must be sympathetic to what the administrators have to deal with.  We will get better cooperation if we ask for things which can be implemented with a reasonable amount of effort, while accomplishing what we need. 

A continuing awareness program brings protection. Non-allergic children will often be more cooperative than their parents and offer to avoid bringing peanut/nut items if it means that those items could harm a friend.  They will be protective and more self-regulating than if we rely on a ban to “force” compliance. In turn, the children will be more aware of others with different needs, and will take their awareness into adulthood with them.  However, this education effort must start early.  By Grade 6, some kids are bringing in cigarettes and drugs, so convincing them not to bring peanuts probably will not be effective. 

The kids with allergies must gradually learn to “own” their allergy and take responsibility for the precautions for safely handling their allergy. They will never live in a peanut/nut free world and they must learn to live with it.  Junior and Senior high schools will not be as accommodating as their elementary school.  School is a good place for them to gradually learn the survival skills they will need.  The environment is supervised by adults, and emergency help is not far away if needed.  As they get older, they will get used to wearing MedicAlert® ID, carrying their EpiPen® (as prescribed by their treatment plan), and to explaining their allergy to others and asking for their cooperation.  By the time they are teenagers, these precautions will be a natural part of their life.  That acceptance will help them resist peer pressure and be more comfortable about having the allergy.  Their friends will also have a better understanding of the precautions needed to make their friend safe. 

You can get a good start on starting an awareness program by getting handouts and materials to help you.  Many of these are available at the Calgary Allergy Network web site at http://www.calgaryallergy.ca or at your local allergy/asthma association.  Another excellent reference is a publication by the Canadian School Boards Association called “Anaphylaxis:  A Handbook for School Boards”.  You can download a free copy or order one by calling (613) 235-3724 or email admin@CdnSBA.org.  It presents a balanced approach for starting an allergy awareness policy in your school. 

Banning allergen-containing items is not the answer for dealing with life-threatening allergies. Peanut butter is not only a traditional food, but it is an economic necessity for many families.  It won’t disappear from the lunch menu.  We must prepare our children to live in the real world while providing a “safety cushion” at school to help them learn the skills they need to live a long, healthy life with their allergy. Let’s work towards helping our schools become “peanut/nut-safe and allergy aware.” 

Nancy Wiebe is the parent of a child with peanut allergy and an AAIA volunteer. 

