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Jeannie Sneed:  In 2008, the CDC’s National Center for Health Statistics 

reported an eighteen percent (18%) increase in food allergy prevalence 

nationwide among young people over the past decade.  This means that the 

number of requests to accommodate students with food allergies is increasing 

too. As a school food service professional, you have an important role in 

ensuring that students with food allergies are provided appropriate foods and that 

those foods are prepared in and served in a safe environment. 

My name is Jeannie Sneed, and I am a registered dietitian and a food safety 

specialist with the United States Department of Agriculture’s or USDA’s Food and 

Nutrition Service.  Today’s podcast, “Guidance for Managing Food Allergies in 

Schools,” was developed as a partnership between the School Nutrition 

Foundation and USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service.  This is the second in a 

series of four podcasts developed to educate school food service operators on 

the subject of managing food allergies in schools. 

Our subject matter expert today is Mara McElmurray, a program analyst for 

USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service Child Nutrition Division.  Today Mara will 

provide information on the USDA guidance available for managing food allergies 

in schools.   
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Mara McElmurray:  As we discussed in the first podcast, interpreting federal 

regulations can be difficult.  Today, I will provide information and examples in that 

will make the process more manageable.  I will talk about the guidance that 

exists for school food service staff to explain meal requirements for serving 

children with food allergies, and the documentation necessary for an 

accommodation to be made for a student with food allergies.   

Jeannie Sneed:  Where should our listeners go to find guidance to navigate the 

requirements for accommodating students with food allergies? 

Mara McElmurray:  That is a great question.  The USDA Food and Nutrition 

Service has created a very helpful guidance document called Accommodating 

Children with Special Dietary Needs in the School Meal Program—Guidance for 

School Food Service Staff, which was first issued in 1991.  There have been 

minor revisions since the 1991 version and we are planning some additional 

revisions for 2010, including an appendix related to food allergies.  The 

document can be accessed by visiting 

www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/guidance/special_dietary_needs.pdf.  Another great 

resource for information is the Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis Network (FAAN) 

website at www.foodallergy.org.  

Jeannie Sneed:  I want to remind our listeners that all of the transcripts for these 

podcasts are available on the School Nutrition Association’s website, which is 

www.schoolnutrition.org.  [www.schoolnutrition.org/foodallergies]  These 

transcripts contain the web addresses discussed today.  

Mara, how do the laws and regulations apply to meeting the school meal 

requirement? 
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Mara McElmurray:  Schools must make substitutions in the reimbursable meal 

at no extra charge for disabled students whose disability prevents them from 

consuming the school meal as prepared.  Remember, in the case of food 

allergies, this applies ONLY to children who have an allergy that is life-

www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/guidance/special_dietary_needs.pdf
www.foodallergy.org
www.schoolnutrition.org/foodallergies


threatening, and therefore a disability, and the parent or guardian has submitted 

the statement of need signed by a licensed physician. 

Jeannie Sneed:  I am glad that you mentioned the signed letter from a licensed 

physician.  Would you tell us in detail what elements must be included in the 

licensed physician’s letter to meet the regulations? 

Mara McElmurray:  The written statement of need must include five key 

elements: 1) a clear description of the food allergy, 2) how the allergy restricts 

the diet, 3) the major life activities affected by the disability—for example, is this 

life-threatening?— 4) the foods to be omitted from the diet, and 5) the foods that 

can be substituted. 

Jeannie Sneed:  When a food service operator receives the written statement of 

need from a licensed physician, what actions should he/she take? 

Mara McElmurray:  The food service operator must always follow the 

information on the written statement.  In no circumstance is a school food service 

staff to revise, interpret, or change a diet or other medical order.   

The licensed physician’s information is required in order to help the food service 

operator provide a safe meal and a safe environment.  The statement will say 

whether the food allergy causes a life-threatening or anaphylactic reaction, and 

therefore is a disability.  In the case of disability, the school is required to make a 

substitution in the meal at no extra cost to the student.  Remember, only a 

licensed physician can make a disability determination.  If the food service 

operator does not have sufficient information from the physician’s statement to 

provide a meal the student can safely consume, then the food service operator 

must work with the parents and child’s physician to obtain necessary 

clarifications.   
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It is possible for students with the same or similar disability to require different 

accommodations.  Again, the licensed physician’s information outlines the 

necessary actions. 



If the physician’s statement does not classify the student’s allergy as life 

threatening, the child’s food allergy is not considered a disability.  In this case, 

the school has the option to provide substitutions.  The food service operator 

cannot increase the charge of the meal if the substitution increases the cost of 

the meal.   

Jeannie Sneed:  Mara, you said that the accommodations outlined in the 

licensed physician’s statement must be made at no extra cost to the student.  If 

there are additional costs incurred for the food, how are those costs covered?  

Mara McElmurray:  In general, the school food service absorbs the additional 

costs.  However, if these additional costs become a burden to the school food 

service operation, there may be alternative sources of funding that can be 

investigated and should be discussed within the school team and with the State 

Agency.  They include: 1) the School District General Fund, 2) the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act, 3) Medicaid, and 4) Supplemental Security 

Income.  For more detailed information regarding alternative funding sources, 

please refer to the USDA Guidance Accommodating Children with Special 

Dietary Needs in the School Meal Program—Guidance for School Food Service 

Staff that I mentioned earlier.   
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Jeannie Sneed:  Thank you for that explanation, Mara.  I would like to provide a 

scenario that many of our listeners may have encountered in the past or may 

encounter in the future.  What if a parent comes to a food service director and 

explains that his/her child was recently diagnosed by a licensed physician with a 

life-threatening food allergy?  The parent defines the disability, explains how the 

disability restricts the diet, explains how his/her child’s life activities are affected, 

outlines the foods that should be omitted, and provides a list of acceptable 

substitutions.  They have all the information required verbally, but no written note 

from the doctor.  What are the appropriate steps for handling the situation? 



Mara McElmurray:  In the scenario you described, the food service staff must 

tell the parent to provide the required supporting documentation from a licensed 

physician in order for the food service staff to take action.  

I would make it clear to the parent that you heard and understood their requests 

and concerns.  Explain to the parent that until you receive all of the information in 

writing and signed by a licensed physician, the school food service does not have 

clear and complete information necessary to provide a safe meal.  It is critical 

that schools have procedures in place in order to quickly work through these 

issues.   Parents of children with life-threatening food allergies want to provide a 

healthy environment for their child and are often anxious about their child’s well 

being.  Reassure them that your goal is to provide safe meals for their child. 

Include parents in the “Team” meeting so that they know the school’s 

responsibilities and their responsibility in ensuring that safe meals are provided to 

their child.   By having a good understanding of the legal requirements and 

helping parents navigate through the process, you will support a productive 

working relationship between the parents and the school.  The key to 

successfully managing food allergies in a school is teamwork.   

Jeannie Sneed:  Mara, I have another scenario for you. A school wishes to 

serve meals to children with food allergies in a separate area from the cafeteria, 

away from where the majority of children eat, to decrease the chances of contact 

with a food allergen.  Is that a good idea? 
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Mara McElmurray:  Schools must not segregate children with food allergies or 

other disabilities based on convenience of the school or other children.  The 

school must ensure children with disabilities are allowed to participate with others 

to the maximum extent possible.  There may be situation where the food service 

director believes the cafeteria does not provide a safe, allergy-free environment. 

It is very important that the school and family work together early on in the school 

year to resolve this concern.   



One way in which schools have resolved this issue is to have the student include 

friends in the separate eating area, ensuring their meals are also free of 

allergens. 

Jeannie Sneed:  What other guidance should food service operators take into 

consideration while managing food allergies in their operations? 

Mara McElmurray:  The respect for health information privacy is an important 

area that must be taken into consideration.  We do not want food service 

operators to overtly identify children who have life-threatening food allergies in 

order to protect their privacy. 

Another consideration is the need to have updated medical orders.  There 

currently is no requirement to update the records.  However, we suggest the 

school team encourage parents to get a yearly update from the child’s physician. 

Jeannie Sneed:  Thank you, Mara.  There are many considerations when 

managing food allergies in schools.  We appreciate the information and 

resources that you shared with us today.  
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Managing food allergies in schools is a complex topic, and one of great 

importance for children with allergies.  Please consider listening to the other 

three podcasts in this series.   


