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Introduction
Respiratory diseases such as influenza, COVID-19, and respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), can spread rapidly in
school and child care settings due to close contact among students and staff. Successful outbreak management
requires coordination, clear communication, and adherence to public health recommendations. This toolkit
provides comprehensive guidelines, protocols, and resources for managing respiratory disease outbreaks in
educational and child care settings within the District of Columbia. Its purpose is to provide administrators,
staff, and health staff with the necessary information and tools to prevent, prepare for, respond to, and
recover from respiratory disease outbreaks.

This toolkit integrates District of Columbia-specific health regulations and guidelines with best practices from
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to offer a robust approach to outbreak control. It covers
key aspects such as infection prevention strategies, surveillance and reporting procedures, communication
processes, and response actions during an active outbreak.

Section 1: District of Columbia-Specific Health Regulations and Protocols
Schools and child care facilities in the District of Columbia must adhere to specific health regulations and
protocols established by DC Health. Understanding and implementing these local guidelines is important for
effective outbreak response.

Although children experience several types of respiratory illnesses, four are the most common. These are
influenza (flu), COVID-19, respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), and the common cold. These four conditions lead
to more school absences and primary care provider visits than any other illnesses and they cause similar
symptoms. To improve clarity and surveillance of respiratory illnesses with similar symptoms, DC Health is
implementing a standard approach for defining outbreaks. This method addresses the challenge of
distinguishing between various respiratory illnesses without specific testing.

Respiratory Disease Case Definition: a short-term infection of the upper (nose, sinuses, and throat) or lower
(windpipe, airways, and lungs) respiratory tract caused by viruses or bacteria.

A person will be considered a case of respiratory disease if they experience the following respiratory
symptoms with or without fever.

•	 Runny nose 
•	 Stuffy nose or nasal congestion or nose block 
•	 Cough 
•	 Breathing difficulty
•	 Sore throat 
•	 Sneezing 
•	 In very young infants with RSV, their only symptoms may be irritability, decreased activity, eating or 		

drinking less, and breathing difficulties.
•	 Other symptoms:

	» Watery eye/redness of the eye
	» Body ache 
	» Headache
	» Fatigue (tiredness)
	» Vomiting or diarrhea
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Reporting Requirements
What Is An Outbreak?
For a specific cohort (e.g., classroom, sports team): 10% or more of students or staff have a respiratory
illness with symptom onset occurring within seven days, and a shared link suggestive of school/child care
transmission (e.g. classroom, sports team, or another group) that is not attributable to a shared household
exposure.

School/Child care facility wide: 20% or more of students or staff within a shared setting are sick or absent
due to a respiratory illness within a seven day period across multiple cohorts.

Notify DC Health when your school or child care facility meets the outbreak criteria above. However,
DC Health can provide assistance and recommendations regardless of whether the facility meets 
outbreak criteria.

Examples for Practice
1.  Four children in the same first grade classroom are sent home from school with respiratory symptoms
within one school week. There are 27 children total enrolled in the class. These children are not from the
same household.
	 a.	 Is this an outbreak? - YES
		  i.	 Are 10% or more ill within the class? 4/27 = 15% - Yes
		  ii.	 Did cases occur within 7 days of each other? – Yes, all within the same school week
		  iii.	 Are the children from separate households? – Yes, indicating that exposure to
			   the respiratory virus could have been shared at school

2.   Three children in a third grade classroom of 30 are sick with respiratory symptoms within five days of each 
other. Two children, who are siblings with a shared household, have confirmed positive  
for COVID-19.
	 a.	 Is this an outbreak? - NO
		  i.	 Are 10% or more ill within the class? 3/30 = 10% - Yes
		  ii.	 Did cases occur within 7 days of each other? – Yes, all within five days
		  iii.	 Are the children from separate households? – No, two of the children are
                                          siblings, indicating that spread between these children may have 
                                          occurred within the home.

3.    Two infants in a room of eight are home sick and one staff member also has respiratory symptoms.
All individuals have gotten sick in the last three days and no lab results are available yet.
	 a.	 Is this an outbreak? - YES
		  i.	 Are 10% or more ill within a group? Yes – 2/8 infants = 25% and one staff member
		  ii.	 Did cases occur within 7 days of each other? – Yes, all within three days
		  iii.	 Are the children from separate households? – Yes, all children are from                           
			   separate households

How to Report
All suspected or diagnosed outbreaks of communicable disease must be reported to DC Health through 
the Epidemiology Investigation Team (EIT) Portal. Email schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov with any questions or 
concerns or for help determining if there is an outbreak in your school. 

If you need immediate assistance after hours, on weekends, or during holidays, 
please call (844-493-2652). 2

https://dccovid.my.site.com/NonHealthcareConsultRequestForm/s/
mailto:schoolhealth.epi%40dc.gov?subject=


Respiratory Disease Outbreak Toolkit for Schools and Child Care Facilities

Outbreak Response
Action Steps
1.   Communication 

•	 Notify school or child care administration and regulatory partners (DCPS, OSSE, or the appropriate 
charter LEA(s)).
	» Child Care Facilities shall notify OSSE by submitting a completed Unusual Incident Report (UIR). 

Schools do not need to notify OSSE unless the school is considering temporarily closing or using 
situational distance learning due to an outbreak or at the direction of the Director of DC Health.

•	 School nurse/health suite staff or child care administrators should report outbreaks to DC Health  
via EIT, email (schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov), or phone at 844-493-2652

•	 Notify parents/guardians, staff, and volunteers if needed. A letter to parents/guardians is available 
from DC Health upon request.

2.    Investigation & Monitoring 
•	 Instruct staff and parents/guardians that ill individuals should isolate at home until fever-free for 24 

hours and other symptoms are improving.
	» School nurses/health staff and child care staff play an essential role in identifying sick children 

and working with facility administration to prevent the spread of illness.
•	 Encourage staff and students to seek healthcare if needed and report results of testing back to the 

school or child care facility.
•	 Complete Respiratory Illness Line List for students and staff. Encrypt and email line list to 

schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov or or upload to the EIT portal.
•	 Monitor students and staff for new cases. Update the line list daily and share it with DC Health.    

The Health Department will help determine when the outbreak is over.

3.    Infection Control & Hygiene
•	 Ensure high-touch surfaces and objects are cleaned regularly.
•	 Keep staff assigned to the same rooms to limit the spread of infection.
•	 Consider postponing group activities until the outbreak is over.
•	 Educate all students and staff on proper hand washing and coughing and sneezing etiquette.
•	 Make soap, paper towels, tissues, hand sanitizer (>60% alcohol) and no-touch trashcans available.
•	 Strongly recommend or require staff and students 2 years of age and older wear a well-fitting mask 

per guidance received from DC Health.

4.   Education 
•	 Provide staff, students, and parents/guardians with educational materials (fact sheet) on the 

symptoms and prevention of respiratory illness.
•	 Encourage sick staff and students to stay at home.
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Facility Closure
Closures may be considered on a case-by-case basis if a large number of individuals or a significant
percentage of the school becomes ill and/or recommended control measures have not been effective.
If the leadership of a school or child care facility determine it is necessary to temporarily close, or if a
closure is required by the Director of DC Health, OSSE must be notified. Child care facilities shall notify
OSSE by submitting a completed Unusual Incident Report (UIR). Schools have multiple options for
managing closure of a class or building due to an outbreak, including transitioning to situational distance
learning. All options can be reviewed in OSSE’s Instructional Day and Distance Learning Guidance. Schools
must also notify OSSE’s Division of Transportation (DOT) and update their calendars in eSchoolPLUS
accordingly.

When is an outbreak considered over?
Outbreaks may be considered over when the respiratory illness identified decreases below the 20% criteria
listed above and no new cases connected to the outbreak have been identified for 7 consecutive days.

Section 2: General Respiratory Disease Prevention Strategies
Best practices for managing respiratory disease include everyday prevention in addition to specific outbreak
response actions. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) provides guidance on these core
prevention strategies, emphasizing proactive measures to minimize infection spread and maintain a healthy
learning environment.

Everyday Actions for Infection Prevention
Implementing consistent everyday actions is fundamental to preventing the spread of common
infections, including respiratory diseases, in school and child care settings. These actions help reduce
illness and absenteeism by addressing common transmission pathways.

Key everyday actions recommended in the CDC’s School Preparedness resources include:

•	 Vaccinations: Staying up-to-date on recommended vaccinations is essential to prevent illness and 
severe disease. Schools and child care facilities play a role in promoting vaccination by providing 
information about recommended vaccines (including influenza, COVID-19, and RSV), promoting their 
safety and effectiveness, establishing supportive policies, and facilitating access to vaccination.

•	 Hand Hygiene: Teaching and reinforcing proper hand-washing techniques are vital for preventing the 
spread of respiratory and other diseases. Schools and child care facilities should establish routines 
for hand-washing throughout the day, especially during key times, and provide readily accessible 
handwashing supplies (soap, water, paper towels). Alcohol-based hand sanitizers (at least 60% alcohol) 
can be used when soap and water are unavailable, with adult supervision for younger children.

•	 Promoting Cleaner Air: Improving indoor air quality is crucial for reducing airborne pathogens.
Strategies involve ensuring adequate ventilation through HVAC systems, considering ventilation 
enhancements during building modifications, opening windows when safe, using fans to increase air 
circulation, and utilizing portable air cleaners in poorly ventilated areas. Holding activities outdoors 
when possible can also contribute to cleaner air.
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For more information 
on school health 
disease/conditions, 
visit bit.ly/SHReporting_
or scan the QR code.

•	 Respiratory Etiquette: Educating students and staff on proper respiratory etiquette helps contain the 
spread of respiratory illnesses. This includes covering the mouth properly, and sneezing into the elbow 
if a tissue is not available. Immediate hand-washing after coughing, sneezing, or blowing the nose is 
also important.

•	 Cleaning, Sanitizing, and Disinfecting: Regular cleaning and sanitizing of frequently touched surfaces 
(e.g., desks, doorknobs, keyboards, toys) are essential. Immediate cleaning and disinfection of surfaces 
contaminated with bodily fluids, using appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE), is also critical.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/sean4310/viz/SchoolHealthReporting/Home
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/sean4310/viz/SchoolHealthReporting/Home
https://esa.dc.gov/node/566182
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https://www.cdc.gov/hygiene/about/how-to-clean-and-disinfect-early-care-and-education-settings.html
https://www.cdc.gov/hygiene/about/how-to-clean-and-disinfect-early-care-and-education-settings.html
https://www.epa.gov/schools/using-chemicals-and-cleaning-supplies-school
https://www.epa.gov/schools/using-chemicals-and-cleaning-supplies-school
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DC Health Respiratory Disease Outbreak Checklist for Schools 
& Child Care Facilities
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Remove symptomatic students/attendees and staff 
Educate them to not return to normal activities until fever-free for 
at least 24 hours AND other symptoms are improving

Notify school/child care administration

Notify school/child care regulators (DCPS, OSSE, or the appropriate 
charter LEA(s)) Child care facilities should submit a UIR to notify
OSSE. Schools do not need to notify OSSE unless considering
temporarily closing or using situational distance learning.

School nurse/health suite staff or child care administrators should report 
the outbreak to DC Health

Fill out the Respiratory Outbreak Line List, encrypt it and email it to           
schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov.

Monitor students and staff for new cases daily. Update the line list                
and share it with DC Health until the outbreak is over.

Notify parents/guardians, staff, and volunteers, if needed. DC Health can 
send a letter upon request.

Perform proper cleaning and disinfection

https://osse.dc.gov/service/early-learning-complaints-and-unusual-incident-reporting
https://osse.dc.gov/page/policy-and-guidance-resources-attendance
https://osse.dc.gov/page/policy-and-guidance-resources-attendance
https://dccovid.my.site.com/NonHealthcareConsultRequestForm/s/
mailto:schoolhealth.epi%40dc.gov?subject=
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Frequently Asked Questions for Parents and Guardians

What is a respiratory disease outbreak?
•	 Sometimes many children and staff get sick with respiratory illnesses like flu, COVID-19, 

RSV, or colds. When disease spread happens within a school or child care facility causing 
multiple children and staff to become ill, it’s called an outbreak.

When is it determined to be an outbreak?
•	 Classroom/group: If 10% or more of kids or staff get sick in 1 week.
•	 School-wide: If 20% or more of kids or staff are sick in 1 week.

What Schools Do:
•	 Tell DC Health right away.
•	 Send sick kids and staff home until they are fever-free for at least 24 hours and they are 

feeling better.
•	 Clean and disinfect classrooms.
•	 Watch and report new cases every day.
•	 Share updates with families.

How You Can Help:
•	 Stay up to date on vaccines (flu, COVID-19, and RSV).
•	 Wash hands often with soap and water.
•	 Keep sick kids home until they are fever-free for at least 24 hours and they are            

feeling better.
•	 Wear a mask if recommended.
•	 Cover cough and sneeze with a tissue or elbow.

When is the outbreak over?
An outbreak is over when:
•	 Fewer than 20% of people are sick, and
•	 No new cases happen for 7 days in a row.
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Contact your school health suite or email DC Health at  
schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov with questions or concerns.
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Language Access 

•	 This document contains important information. If you need help in your language or 
have questions about this document, please email  schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov.

•	 Este documento contiene información importante. Si necesita ayuda en su 
idioma o tiene preguntas sobre este documento, envíe un correo electrónico a         
schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov. 

•	 ይህ ሰነድ አስፈላጊ መረጃ ይዟል። በቋንቋዎ ላይ እርዳታ ወይም ስለዚህ ሰነድ ጥያቄዎች ካሉዎት፣ እባክዎን 
schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov ይላኩ።

•	 Ce document contient des informations importantes. Si vous avez besoin d’aide dans 
votre langue ou si vous avez des questions concernant ce document, veuillez envoyer 
un courriel à schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov.

•	 本文件包含重要信息。如您需要使用您的语言获得帮助，或对本文件有任何疑问，
请发送电子邮件至 schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov 。

•	 이 문서에는 중요한 정보가 포함되어 있습니다. 귀하의 언어로 도움이 
필요하시거나 이 문서에 대해 질문이 있으시면 schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov 로 
이메일을 보내주시기 바랍니다.

•	 Tài liệu này chứa thông tin quan trọng. Nếu quý vị cần hỗ trợ bằng ngôn ngữ của mình 
hoặc có thắc mắc về tài liệu này, vui lòng gửi email đến schoolhealth.epi@dc.gov.
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