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Dear Parents/Guardians: 
 
I have received a few inquiries regarding communicable disease, which prompted me to review our 
attendance data over the past six weeks. I have determined that our overall school rates are within the 
normal range (93%), albeit lower than we’d like, but when compared to this time last year, we have a 
spike in student absentee rates in grades K, 1 and 2.  
 
Although absentee rates are higher than normal in our lower elementary grades, absentee rates have not 
climbed to the rate where we would need to involve the Gloucester County Department of Health (DOH). 
I can inform you that our average absentee rate over the past three weeks has been 5.3%, with a low 
absence rate of 1.61% on Tuesday, January 17th and a high of 14% on Friday, February 3rd. Our data 
demonstrates a few spikes but have not risen to the level of an outbreak.  
 
This past Saturday I had the custodial department clean and disinfect all common areas such as door 
knobs, water fountains, bathroom doors, etc. This morning I took the additional measure in speaking with 
a health professional at the DOH to seek additional guidance to ensure that we are doing everything we 
can at the school level to slow the spread of communicable disease. It was reported to me that 
disinfecting common areas is an important measure but that the milder temperatures are only helping to 
spread viruses. The types of illness being reported to the DOH are scattered, though predominantly 
noroviruses or respiratory.  
 
At South Harrison Twp. Elementary, parents have reported that their children are out sick with nausea, 
vomiting, and diarrhea.  Illness of this kind is commonly caused by a group of germs called noroviruses 
which are easily spread from person to person.  In other cases, parents have reported that their children 
are out sick due to chronic cough, wheezing, fever and/or difficulty breathing. Illness of this kind are 
respiratory in nature and easily spread through close contact with infected people. 
 
We were also advised by the DOH to inform our parents not send their children into school when they 
are sick. I was told that parents are too often tempted to give fever reducing medicine to their children in 
hope that they can get through the day. Please know that this only helps to spread communicable 
disease within our school. For additional guidance you can review our Too sick for school? link under the 
health services tab on the website. 
 

http://www.southharrison.k12.nj.us/Page/1023
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Although hearing that our school may be affected by a contagious illness can be upsetting, we want you 
to know what you can do to help prevent your child from becoming ill.  Please know that school and 
public health officials are working together to protect the health and safety of all students and staff.   
 
The following information will help you understand noroviruses. 

 Noroviruses are a group of viruses that are found in the stool (feces) or vomit of infected people.  
They may also be found in food and water, or on surfaces touched by the hands of infected 
people who have not washed their hands well after using the bathroom.  

 People become infected with norovirus by swallowing it.  This can happen when a child touches a 
contaminated surface and then touches his mouth.  Infection can also happen when a child eats 
or drinks food or water contaminated with norovirus, or has direct contact with an infected 
person who has poor personal hygiene. 

 Common symptoms of norovirus infection include nausea, vomiting, diarrhea and stomach 
cramping.  Symptoms usually begin 1 to 2 days after swallowing the virus.   

 Most people get better within 1 or 2 days and have no long-term health effects from a norovirus 
infection. 

 Antibiotics are not effective to fight the germs that cause norovirus infections.  Treatment is 
usually aimed at relieving the patient's symptoms. This includes rest, fluids, and a bland diet. 
 

To help prevent norovirus infection from spreading:  
 Teach your child to wash hands often using soap and water, especially after using the bathroom, 

and before eating.  Waterless hand sanitizers should not be substituted for soap and water 
because they have been shown to be ineffective against norovirus. 

 Avoid putting hands, toys, or other things in the mouth.  Children and adults will often chew or 
suck on objects without thinking, and this habit can spread germs. 

 Keep your child home from school when he or she is sick.   
 Clean and disinfect contaminated surfaces with a sanitizing product.   
 Avoid preparing food for others while you have symptoms and for at least 3 days after you 

recover. 
 

What are symptoms of respiratory illness? 

 Symptoms may range from mild to severe. Mild symptoms may include runny nose, sneezing, 
cough, body and muscle aches and sometimes fever. Severe symptoms include difficulty 
breathing, wheezing and worsening of asthma.   

 
How is respiratory illness spread? 

 Respiratory illness is spread through close contact with infected people.  Like a common cold or 
virus, it is likely spread from person to person when an infected person coughs or sneezes. You 
can also become infected by touching objects or surface that have the virus on them and then 
touching your mouth, nose or eyes.   

 
How can I protect myself and my children from becoming ill? 

 Wash hands often with soap and water for 20 seconds, especially after changing diapers. 
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 Hand sanitizer is not a substitute for handwashing and does not kill some viruses.  

 Avoid touching eyes, nose and mouth with unwashed hands. 

 Use good respiratory hygiene; cough and sneeze into a tissue or elbow and properly dispose of 
tissues. For more information about respiratory hygiene see the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) website at http://www.cdc.gov/flu/protect/covercough.htm. 

 Avoid kissing, hugging and sharing cups or eating utensils with people who are sick. 

 Clean and disinfect frequently touched surfaces, such as toys and doorknobs, especially if 
someone is sick.  

 Stay home when feeling sick and consult your health care provider. 

 Since people with asthma are at higher risk for respiratory illnesses, they should take their 
medicine as directed by their health care provider. 

 Stay up to date with immunizations, especially influenza. 
 

If your child has symptoms of norovirus or respiratory illness, consult with your health care provider. Your 
child should stay home until these symptoms have resolved. Children with a fever must stay home until 
they are fever free for 24 hours without fever-reducing medication. For additional information please go 
to our website at http://www.southharrison.k12.nj.us/Page/1017. If you need more information, please 
contact your family doctor or the Gloucester County Department of Health at (856) 218-4138.   
 
Thank you for your attention to this matter. 
 
 
 
Very truly yours, 

 
Dr. James J. Lavender 
Superintendent of Schools 
 

 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/flu/protect/covercough.htm
http://www.southharrison.k12.nj.us/Page/1017

