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KEY MESSAGES 

 The Chicagoland area has seen an early surge of respiratory illness in children that is impacting the 

availability of pediatric hospital beds. 

 While the COVID-19 community level in Chicago is currently LOW, respiratory illness typically peaks 

from November through April.  

 Staying up to date on vaccination continues to be the best way to protect children from severe outcomes 

from both influenza and COVID-19. Influenza vaccine may be administered on the same day as the 

COVID-19 vaccine.   

 The Omicron-specific booster has been approved under EUA and is available for everyone 5 and older 

who has received their first COVID-19 vaccine series. 

 Families should be reminded to keep their children home when sick, even if their illness is not caused 

by COVID-19, to practice good hand hygiene, and to mask when experiencing mild, cold-like symptoms.   

An early increase in respiratory viruses has caused pediatric hospitals to become overwhelmed, with only 6% 

bed availability in the state of Illinois, as of October 28. This is especially concerning as Chicago is currently in 

low community transmission for COVID-19, and as influenza season has not started yet. The current trends 

serve as a reminder that even if an illness is not due to COVID-19, it can have a significant impact on our 

healthcare system. Schools are encouraged to revisit common strategies to reduce the burden of respiratory 

illness in our school communities. 

 

Respiratory Hygiene 

As we enter cold and flu season, schools should reinforce respiratory hygiene amongst students and staff: 

1. Teach students and staff to cover their mouth when they cough or sneeze, using a tissue or their bent 

arm, not their hands. 

2. Wash hands frequently throughout the day, using soap and water for at least 20 seconds, and making 

sure to clean all surfaces. Alcohol-based hand sanitizer can kill many common respiratory viruses and 

may be used when soap and water are not readily available and hands are not visibly dirty. 

3. Prevent sharing of cups or utensils, as well as anything that goes in the mouth. 

4. Clean and disinfect high-touch surfaces such as doorknobs, desks, sporting equipment, and toys 

routinely. 

School Exclusion  
While some respiratory diseases that are not vaccine-preventable, such as respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), 

can cause mild symptoms in school-aged children, they can cause serious illness in children younger than 5. 

Schools should: 

1. Separate sick students and staff from others until they can be picked up to go home. 

2. Exclude students and staff who are sick until they are fever-free for a minimum of 24 hours without 

fever-reducing medications, even if they have tested negative for COVID-19.  

https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/covid-19/home/covid-dashboard.html
https://dph.illinois.gov/topics-services/diseases-and-conditions/influenza/influenza-surveillance/report.html
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3. Encourage parents to keep children at home if they have no fever but copious nasal discharge; if 

staying home is not an option, strongly encourage masking. 

 

Vaccination 

An important way to protect the healthcare system is to recommend that your school community stays up-to-

date on their vaccinations. 

 

Staff and students 6 months and older should receive the flu vaccine each fall as soon as it is available, 

preferably before Halloween.  

 

As of October 12, 2022, the CDC has expanded the recommended use of updated (bivalent) COVID-19 

boosters to include children 5 years of age and older. This followed the Food and Drug Administration (FDA)’s 

emergency use authorization for the Pfizer-BioNTech updated COVID-19 booster for children ages 5 through 

11 years, and the Moderna updated COVID-19 booster for children and adolescents ages 6 through 17 years. 

Students and staff are able to receive the updated booster, which offers protection against the original COVID-

19 strain and the Omicron variant, at least two months after completing their primary series or their last 

monovalent booster dose, whichever is later.  

 

To find a flu or COVID vaccine for you or your school community, visit vaccines.gov. CDPH also hosts free 

COVID and flu immunization clinics throughout the fall. 

 

Resources 

 

Influenza One Pager and parent letter: 

https://www.chicagohan.org/en/web/han/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/flu-in-schools 

 

RSV One Pager and parent letter: 

https://www.chicagohan.org/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/rsv-in-schools 

 

Common cold One Pager and parent letter: 

https://www.chicagohan.org/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/common-cold-in-schools 

 

COVID-19 One Pager and parent letters: 

https://www.chicagohan.org/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/covid-in-schools 

 

Please see attached School Community Template Letter Attached to the end of this HAN. 
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https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/cdph/provdrs/health_protection_and_response/news/2022/october/cdph-bivalent-boosters-for-5-to-11-year-olds.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/cdph/provdrs/health_protection_and_response/news/2022/october/cdph-bivalent-boosters-for-5-to-11-year-olds.html
https://www.vaccines.gov/
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/flu/home/vaccine-finder.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/flu/home/vaccine-finder.html
https://www.chicagohan.org/en/web/han/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/flu-in-schools
https://www.chicagohan.org/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/rsv-in-schools
https://www.chicagohan.org/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/common-cold-in-schools
https://www.chicagohan.org/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/covid-in-schools
https://dph.illinois.gov/siren/health-alert-network.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/covid-19/home/covid-dashboard.html
https://dph.partner.illinois.gov/my.policy
https://www.chicagohan.org/school_health/communicable-diseases-in-schools/rsv-in-schools
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/150/4/e2022059274/189385/Recommendations-for-Prevention-and-Control-of?autologincheck=redirected?nfToken=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/cdph/provdrs/health_protection_and_response/news/2022/october/cdph-bivalent-boosters-for-5-to-11-year-olds.html
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[Date Here]  
 
Dear Parent(s)/Legal Guardian(s),   
 
There has been an early surge of severe respiratory illness in children within the Chicagoland area.  While 

many children may experience cold-like symptoms, such as runny nose, decrease in appetite, coughing, 

sneezing, and fever, respiratory viruses can be serious in younger children, leading to difficulty breathing and 

hospitalization.  Currently, pediatric hospitals are overwhelmed with children who are ill from RSV and other 

respiratory viruses; this trend is especially concerning because COVID is currently at “low” community 

transmission, and flu season is just starting.   

 
Everyday preventative actions can help protect you and your loved ones from developing a respiratory illness 
like RSV, influenza (flu), or COVID-19. These actions include:  

 Washing your hands often with soap and water or use alcohol-based hand sanitizer, 

 Covering your coughs and sneezes using a tissue or your elbow, 

 If your child is sick, keep them home except to get medical care. Even if your school-aged child 

appears to have mild symptoms, their younger siblings can become very sick from the same virus, 

 Maximizing indoor ventilation and air circulation, whenever possible by opening windows and hosting 

activities outdoors when feasible, 

 Wearing a mask if you develop any symptoms, such as a runny nose, cough, or fever,  

 Wearing a mask when in crowded places and when around individuals who are medically vulnerable. 

 
Vaccination is the best way to protect you and your loved ones from becoming severely ill from respiratory 
illness, and it is an important part of reducing burden on hospitals from respiratory diseases. 
 
Children under the age of 5 are especially vulnerable to developing serious complications from influenza, while 
older children can spread flu to their higher risk family members. For this reason, we recommend that all 
children over 6 months of age receive the influenza vaccine in early fall of each year. 
 
The new bivalent COVID-19 booster is now available to all Chicagoans age 5 and over who have completed 
their primary series at least two months ago; it offers protection against the original COVID-19 strain and the 
Omicron variant.   
 
The influenza vaccine may be administered on the same day as COVID-19 vaccine.  To find an influenza or a 
COVID-19 vaccine: 

 Contact your primary care provider.  

 The Chicago Department of Public Health will continue to host family vaccination clinics at City 

Colleges of Chicago through the month of November. These events will offer influenza vaccines, 

COVID-19 primary series AND the updated bivalent booster doses to all eligible Chicagoans. 

Registration is recommended and is available at Chicago.gov/COVIDvax.  

 CDPH is partnering with aldermen and organizations across all 50 wards to provide flu and COVID-19 

vaccination clinics this fall, which will include the updated COVID-19 vaccine. This includes clinics held 

in partnership with the Department of Family and Support Services at locations serving seniors and 

http://chicago.gov/COVIDvax
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other congregate settings. View the full schedule and find an event near you at 

Chicago.gov/VaxCalendar — events will be added as they are confirmed.  

 Visit Vaccines.Gov 

 CPS is also offering flu vaccines alongside COVID vaccines at each of their four permanent regional 

clinics as well as both elementary and high school mobile programs.  

 
Finally, if your child is sick, consult with your primary care provider or an immediate care center to be 
evaluated.  If your child does not have a primary care provider use the Resource Finder on our OneChiFam 
website. 
 
 
Thank you for playing your part in keeping our communities safe these fall and winter seasons. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
[SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS] 

http://chicago.gov/VaxCalendar
https://www.vaccines.gov/
https://events.juvare.com/IL-IDPH/bce1da4f-a64a-464b-ba71-1620cc511492/
https://events.juvare.com/IL-IDPH/bce1da4f-a64a-464b-ba71-1620cc511492/
https://events.juvare.com/IL-IDPH/726589ad-1495-4ad0-94aa-386f7ca54087/
https://events.juvare.com/IL-IDPH/3hpht/
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/sites/onechifam/home.html

