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Jeannie Sneed:  As a school food service professional, you have a very 

important role in managing the risk of accidental food allergy exposure by 

following food safety programs based on Hazard Analysis and Critical Control 

Point principles.  There is no cure for a food allergy, and strict avoidance of the 

allergy-causing food is the only way to prevent a reaction.  Even a trace amount 

of an allergy-causing food may trigger an allergic reaction, which is why your 

food safety program should include standard operating procedures for cleaning 

and sanitizing, food handling, and meeting the needs of students with food 

allergies. 

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

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

Service.  Today’s podcast, “Food Safety Considerations and Food Allergy 

Management Best Practices for School Food Service,” was developed as a 

partnership between the School Nutrition Foundation and USDA’s Food and 

Nutrition Service.  This podcast is the last in a series of four podcasts developed 

to provide school food service operators with information on managing food 

allergies in schools. 
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We have three practitioners to discuss food safety considerations and best 

practices regarding food allergies for school food service.   

Elizabeth Bugden, a food safety consultant based in Manchester NH, has 

extensive experience in creating food allergy plans, creating and implementing 

food allergy policy and guidelines, and working with schools to increase the 

awareness and knowledge of food service staff.  Peggy Eller, a registered 

dietitian and the Nutrition Services Director in Hudson, Wisconsin, and Jane 

McLucas, the Food Service Director from Norwood Public Schools in Norwood, 

Massachusetts, manage food service operations, including food safety and food 

allergy plans.   

Elizabeth, will you begin by reviewing some food safety considerations related to 

managing food allergies? 

Elizabeth Bugden:  Thank you, Jeannie, I’d be happy to.  First, I’d like to 

reinforce the important point that school food service staff should follow local, 

state, and federal requirements related to the safe handling of food and have a 

food safety plan based on HACCP principles.   

One food safety consideration in the school food environment is to prevent 

indirect cross contact from hands, utensils, and surfaces.  Cross contact occurs 

when one food comes into contact with another food and their proteins mix.  

Cross contact can be direct—for example, placing a slice of cheese on a 

hamburger.  Cross contact may also be indirect and less obvious.  Indirect cross 

contact may cause food allergen risk because a small amount of a food allergen 

can be transferred to a food.  This amount can be enough to cause an allergic 

reaction.  I’ll give you some examples.  Cross contact may occur from utensils.  If 

you use the same spatula to serve a chicken breast after serving a veggie burger 

containing soy, the soy in the veggie burger, which is a known allergen, may now 

be on the chicken breast.  Using separate utensils for each product reduces the 

risks of cross contact.   
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Consider this example of indirect cross contact from hands: a food service 

employee picks up a banana nut muffin with a gloved hand and places it on a 

student’s tray and then picks up a blueberry muffin with the same gloved hand 

and places it on a different student’s tray.  The nuts in the banana nut muffin are 

known allergens.  Small pieces of the nuts may remain on the glove and be 

transferred to the blueberry muffin.  Using separate, clean, and sanitized utensils 

rather than a gloved hand to serve the muffins would reduce the risk of cross 

contact. 

Indirect cross contact can also occur from surfaces.  For instance, a food service 

employee may prepare a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on a cutting board, 

brush the crumbs away, and then use the same cutting board to make a turkey 

sandwich.  It is possible that residue from the peanut butter will remain on the 

cutting board, which may contaminate the turkey sandwich.  Washing and 

sanitizing the cutting board before making the turkey sandwich will help reduce 

the chance of cross contact. 

A close look at the procedures in your operation will help you identify areas of 

risk.  To avoid possible cross contact, it is critical to follow standard operating 

procedures for personal hygiene and cleaning equipment, utensils, and cafeteria 

tables.   

Jeannie Sneed:  Elizabeth, what should food service operators stress with their 

employees about personal hygiene and proper cleaning procedures? 

Elizabeth Bugden:  Proper hand washing is the number one defense against 

transferring harmful bacteria and food allergens.  It is important to emphasize this 

in your standard operating procedures and reinforce the concept through 

continuous staff training.  Also, it is important to remove allergen residues by 

following strict cleaning procedures.  Washing equipment, utensils, and tables 

with hot soapy water will remove protein and fat residues.  Then, sanitizing them 

will reduce food safety risks.  Standard operating procedures should include 

clearly defined cleaning schedules to ensure a safe food environment. 
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Jeannie Sneed:  Thank you, Elizabeth.  Preventing cross contact and assuring 

strict cleaning procedures certainly can reduce food allergy risks.  Peggy, can 

you share some practices you use in your school district to meet the needs of 

students with food allergies? 

Peggy Eller:  I’d be happy to share some food safety practices we use in our 

district.  It is important to have food-handling procedures for preparing and 

serving food.  In our district, after we plan our menu, we identify those foods with 

known allergens and develop a plan to prepare and serve the food in a controlled 

environment.  We follow the principles of Active Managerial Control, which 

highlights the importance of procedures and monitoring to reduce food safety 

risk.  After we develop our action plan, we communicate this plan to staff and 

check for employee understanding.   

We advise our staff to take no shortcuts when handling and preparing food for 

students with food allergies.  For example, it is important that our production 

schedule is organized, so employees don’t feel rushed and leave out important 

steps like washing and sanitizing cutting boards.  We’ve outlined the procedures, 

and most importantly, the corrective action to be taken if someone makes an 

error.  We have created an environment for the food service staff to 

acknowledge, communicate, and respond to errors, which are bound to occur.    

Another consideration for managing food allergies in schools is having 

procedures to check food labels for all ingredients and products.  According to 

the Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis Network, studies show that half of reported 

allergic reactions were caused by hidden allergens.  It is imperative for the food 

service staff to read and check nutrition labels of all products on each delivery.  It 

is possible for manufacturers to change ingredients without notice.  If an 

ingredient statement is not available or if there is any uncertainty, the product 

should not be used.   
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It is also important to consider how a food service worker handles questions from 

a person coming through the cafeteria line.  Questions pertaining to content of 

food should be directed to a manager or a designated employee.  This should be 

outlined in your operating procedures.  

Jeannie Sneed:  Peggy, you can have SOPs to guide employees, but how do 

you work with students—for example, in instances of sharing food? 

Peggy Eller:  There are differing opinions about sharing food.  One opinion 

supports a no food sharing approach.  Children should only eat what is served to 

them in the cafeteria or what they have brought from home.  However, even if a 

“no sharing food” rule is in effect, teachers and cafeteria staff cannot keep an eye 

on every child. 

On the other hand, sharing food is a reality within a school environment.  For 

example, when a child forgets his or her lunch and has no cash, the student’s 

friends will likely share their extra food. 

Sharing food may be genuine.  At times, sharing may not be innocent; students 

as young as elementary school can play harmful tricks on other students.  

The important lessons are to know and understand your school policy regarding 

sharing food and document and put into practice safe food handling procedures 

for your kitchen and cafeteria. 

Jeannie Sneed:  Thank you, Peggy.  Jane, what is the role of school nutrition 

staff in accommodating the needs of students with food allergies? 

Jane McLucas:  Food Service Directors and Managers should be part of the 

team at a school who manage life-threatening food allergies for students.  The 

Diet Prescription Form, which must be filled out and signed by a licensed 

physician, contains information about whether the student has or does not have a 

disability and what accommodations are needed for the student.  Once we verify 

the authenticity of the form, we can begin implementing the physician’s orders. 
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Jeannie Sneed:  Can you share some strategies you use in your district to 

prepare staff to meet the needs of students with food allergies? 

Jane McLucas:  Yes, I’d be happy to.  Our staff play an important role in 

meeting the needs of students with food allergies.  To prepare them, we do three 

things:  provide new staff orientation, continuous training opportunities, and a 

plan to deal with an emergency such as a food allergic reaction.  

Jeannie Sneed:  Please tell us about your orientation and training. 

Jane McLucas:  The orientation and training we conduct include many 

elements, such as identifying the foods that may cause an allergic reaction, 

recognizing the signs and symptoms of a food allergy, responding to feedback 

from students and faculty, and managing an emergency situation.  We also cover 

how the needs of the students vary based on their age.  For example, an older 

student has more experience self-managing his or her food allergy than a 

younger student.  In that case, the younger student needs more assistance from 

our staff.  

We provide an orientation for new employees before they begin work.  We also 

conduct training for all food service employees in August before school starts and 

monthly trainings to cover hot topics. 

I believe school food service should be a partner in education about food 

allergies.  Our training helps teach food service staff ways to share food safety 

and allergy information to the larger school community.  Food is a major 

component of many school related functions, so increased awareness throughout 

the school will minimize food safety risks.   

Jeannie Sneed:  Your training program sounds very comprehensive.  Would you 

describe your emergency plan? 

Jane McLucas:  Yes, it is important to have a plan to deal with a severe food 

allergic reaction, establish protocols for responding to an emergency, and train 
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your employees on how to implement the plan.  However, this plan should be 

developed as a partnership with other school community members, the student, 

and his or her parents.  

It is important that all food service workers know the procedures for contacting 

911 and emergency medical services.  I would encourage directors to post 

emergency procedures for responding to an allergic reaction, which should 

include the street address and telephone number of your facility.  If an allergic 

reaction is suspected, ask the emergency medical services to bring epinephrine, 

because not all EMS teams carry it.  

Jeannie Sneed:  Jane, I’m going to shift gears a bit.  Some schools have a 

policy to ban peanuts—how do you handle this in your school district? 

Jane McLucas:  There are many perspectives about handling known allergens 

in schools.  Some schools choose to “ban” the allergen while others choose to 

increase the awareness and manage the known allergen.  This issue has divided 

many communities. 

Peanuts are a good example.  In our school, we have an allergy-safe table where 

students with life-threatening peanut allergies can sit with their friends to have 

lunch as long as their friends do not have any food containing peanuts or peanut 

oil.  I know of other schools that have a similar policy and call the table a “peanut-

free” table. 
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Schools that ban certain foods risk the accidental exposure to the food and 

cannot offer assurances that the environment is completely “free” of the known 

allergen.  Banning peanuts could provide a false sense of security that could lead 

school officials to “let their guard down” in terms of being prepared to deal with 

severe allergic reactions as a result of peanut allergy.  In addition, there are 

known cases of children being stigmatized or bullied by children who do not have 

food allergies. 



It is important that students and teachers know what to do in case of an allergic 

reaction.  In our district, we ask students to contact an adult and we have 

identified a designated staff member to contact emergency medical services.  

Jeannie Sneed:  Being prepared for an emergency certainly is important.  I 

would like to thank each of you for sharing food safety considerations and best 

practices you use in managing food allergies in schools. 

I encourage you to listen to all four podcasts in this series.  Also, should you want 

to review the transcripts for any of the podcasts, you can access them at www. 

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

Food Safety Considerations and Food Allergy Management Best Practices for School Food Service 
Podcast 4 of 4, 2010 

Page 8 

www.schoolnutrition.org/foodallergies

