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Background

On October 17 the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) published an article and an editorial that stated the number of MRSA deaths in the United States in 2005 was close to 19,000 per year.  The editorial described this as astounding and pointed out that there were more deaths from MRSA  than from AIDS.  Also, in the news at the same time was a report of a MRSA death in a Virginia teenager.  The school districted responded by closing 21 schools for cleaning.   The combination of these two publications has prompted a wave of public concern. 
MRSA in the School Setting
The Florida Department of Health does not recommend closing schools for cleaning.  Rather we recommend that schools have an ongoing program with emphasis on good hand hygiene among students and staff.  This includes making sure opportunities for hand hygiene (soap, running water, towels) are readily available to all.  Schools should have a scheduled cleaning program with emphasis on areas that are most like to get contaminated such as locker rooms, weight rooms, whirlpools and other sports equipment that is shared.  
School staff, parents, and student should receive basic education about MRSA and other infections and know when to refer a student to student health.    
MRSA is a type of Staphylococcus (staph) resistant to some antibiotics. While 25% to 30% of the population is a carrier of staph, approximately 1% of these are afflicted with actual MRSA infections. Most staph and MRSA infections are treatable with antibiotics as well as local care of the lesion, including draining any pockets of pus. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),  Staph infections, including MRSA, occur most frequently among persons where the 5 C's may be present:

1)  Crowding 

2)  Contact ( Frequent skin-to-skin)

3)  Compromised skin (i.e., cuts or abrasions)

4)  Contaminated items and surfaces, 

5)  Lack of Cleanliness.

Staph infections, including those due to MRSA, are most often associated in the skin but they may also include more serious and life threatening infections. Symptoms of a staph infection may include pustules or boils which often are red, swollen, painful, or have pus or other drainage. 

Proper handwashing is the most effective way to prevent MRSA and many other diseases. The Florida Department of Health highlights the following Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommended precautions:

· Keep your hands clean by washing thoroughly with soap and water or using an alcohol-based hand sanitizer. 

· Keep cuts and scrapes clean and covered with a bandage until healed. 

· Avoid contact with other people’s wounds or bandages. 
· Avoid sharing personal items such as towels or razors.
The recommendations that have been provided to schools have included:

· Stressing that MRSA is primarily transmitted by the person to person route through close contact.  

· Many people can carry the MRSA bacteria without knowing it. Focusing on individuals with an infection will not address the problem and halt transmission. 
· The typical classroom environment is not a high risk environment for the transmission of MRSA. 

· Sports where there is lot of physical contact, potential for skin abrasions and cut and sharing of equipment between players is where transmission can occur.  Sharing of towels, uniforms, razors and other equipment should be avoided whenever possible.  Routine cleaning of locker rooms and sports equipment with a disinfectant is recommended. 
· MRSA has been reported from a number of schools in Florida and is mainly found in members of sports teams especially football teams.

· The county health departments are available to assist schools in education and infection control plans.

We encourage you to look for signs and symptoms of a staph infection. If you or someone you know suspects they may have a staph infection, please contact your medical provider. 
