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Objective

This session will provide an overview of the current systems
for influenza surveillance; review the role of schools in influenza
transmission; discuss relationships between school closures, school
absenteeism, and influenza transmission; and explore the usefulness
of school absenteeism and unplanned school closure monitoring for
early detection of influenza in schools and broader communities.

Introduction

Influenza surveillance is conducted through a complex network
of laboratory and epidemiologic systems essential for estimating
population burden of disease, selecting influenza vaccine viruses,
and detecting novel influenza viruses with pandemic potential (1).
Influenza surveillance faces numerous challenges, such as constantly
changing influenza viruses, substantial variability in the number of
affected people and the severity of disease, nonspecific symptoms,
and need for laboratory testing to confirm diagnosis. Exploring
additional components that provide morbidity information may
enhance current influenza surveillance.

School-aged children have the highest influenza incidence rates
among all age groups. Due to the close interaction of children in
schools and subsequent introduction of influenza into households,
it is recognized that schools can serve as amplification points of
influenza transmission in communities. For this reason, pandemic
preparedness recommendations include possible pre-emptive school
closures, before transmission is widespread within a school system or
broader community, to slow influenza transmission until appropriate
vaccines become available. During seasonal influenza epidemics,
school closures are usually reactive, implemented in response to
high absenteeism of students and staff after the disease is already
widespread in the community. Reactive closures are often too late to
reduce influenza transmission and are ineffective.

To enhance timely influenza detection, a variety of nontraditional
data sources have been explored. School absenteeism was suggested
by several research groups to improve school-based influenza
surveillance. A study conducted in Japan demonstrated that influenza-
associated absenteeism can predict influenza outbreaks with high
sensitivity and specificity (2). Another study found the use of all-
causes absenteeism to be too nonspecific for utility in influenza
surveillance (3). Creation of school-based early warning systems
for pandemic influenza remains an interest, and further studies are
needed. The panel will discuss how school-based surveillance can
complement existing influenza surveillance systems.
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