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Objective: To demonstrate how an alert-based school absenteeism report can improve detection of school-based outbreaks of Novel H1N1 Influenza
Background: The Miami-Dade County Health Department (MDCHD) is Florida’s largest county health department and serves the Miami metropolitan area (estimated 2009 population 2,496,750). Since 2007, all public schools in Miami-Dade County have participated in the MDCHD Syndromic Surveillance System by allowing school absenteeism data to be utilized as a possible early detection method of a disease outbreak or unusual public health event.  Each day MDCHD automatically receives electronic, raw data that contains demographic and geographic information without confidential information. The report was redesigned in September 2009 in order to improve monitoring of absenteeism that may be associated with H1N1 Flu outbreak(s). 
Methods: SAS 9.13, Visual Basic and ArcGIS 9.3 were used to design an automatic report system. The previous 30 days data (excluding the report date’s data) in the same age group or the same school is used to estimate mean and standard deviation. Three type of alerts are applied to the report by age group in the countywide or by school name: 1) Warning: current absenteeism rate above the mean plus one standard deviation; 2) Yellow alert: current absenteeism rate above the mean plus 1.96 standard deviation; 3) Red alert: current absenteeism rate above the mean plus 2.58 standard deviation 

Results: The daily reports include 1) Countywide Main Report that includes a figure showing the percent of absenteeism trends by age group (0-5, 6-11, 12-14, 15-17, and 18 and above years) and one table with the percent of absenteeism by value, mean, ratio, standard deviation and alert status (yellow or red alert) 2) List of Schools Report which shows the names of schools with percentage of absenteeism above 8% and alert status (warning, yellow or red alert). This list excludes the schools with percentage of absenteeism above 8% without an alert because the absenteeism rates are typically higher among those schools due to low enrollment 3) GIS map depicting the school locations with absenteeism rates 8% and above. 
Conclusions: In the Miami-Dade County Public School system, there is an automatic call system to inform parent(s)/guardian when a child is absent from school for any reason. The student should submit a note to his/her teacher giving the reason for the absence. However a parent/doctor’s note is most likely not received until after the student returns to school, which could lag several days.  Our current school absenteeism system only records whether the student attended or not, regardless of the reason. A pre-designed system with alert status may be useful to detect possible outbreaks of H1N1 Flu in schools earlier than other methods and it can facilitate decision-making for public health practice. This warning system categorizes levels of absenteeism by each individual school’s historic absenteeism data.  Previously, the report listed all schools that had above 8% absenteeism whereas the new system only shows schools that are both above 8% and that do not have a history of high absenteeism. Schools on the new list are then called by health department staff to verify possible reasons for absenteeism, including absenteeism due to an outbreak of influenza-like illness.  By following up only with schools that have alerts rather than all schools that exceed the 8% threshold, this system can improve sensitivity and save manpower for interventions.  
