240 Westland Street, Okotoks, T1S 2J5
(403) 995-4824
westmount.fsd38.ab.ca

March 12, 2015
Dear Parent/Guardian:
Foothills School Division is committed to protecting the health and safety of all students and staff. Accordingly,
we wanted to advise you that your child may have been exposed to varicella (chickenpox) at Westmount School
in Okotoks.
Alberta Health Services wants you to know the following information.
Chickenpox can be passed easily through coughing or sneezing or by direct contact with fluid from the blisters of the
skin rash. It can be spread to others from one to two days before the rash appears, until all blisters have scabbed
over.
Although chickenpox is normally a mild disease, serious complications can develop requiring hospitalization.
Pregnant women or newborns that are not protected against chickenpox and individuals with a weakened immune
system are at highest risk for serious complications. These include pneumonia, neurological conditions and severe
bacterial skin infections.
Please observe your child closely for any symptoms of chickenpox. These include:
 Fever, fatigue, headache
 Followed by an itchy rash, mainly on the body and head
The rash appears as flat red spots that develop into raised fluid-filled blisters continuing to appear for three
to four days, and gradually scabbing over.
Please call Health Link Alberta at 1-866-408-5465 (LINK) to report this illness.
Children with mild illness (e.g., no fever or fatigue) who feel well enough to participate fully in regular activities may
be allowed to return to or remain in school or child care, even with rash. Please keep your child home from NEW
activities where others have not previously been exposed to your child (e.g. weekly club or dance classes, public
events) until your child’s rash is scabbed over.
If your child develops the above symptoms and you decide to see a nurse or physician, please take this letter with
you. It is recommended that the diagnosis of chickenpox be confirmed by sending the following specimens for
laboratory testing:
 Skin lesion swabs for varicella PCR
 Throat swabs for viral testing to rule out enterovirus infection (which can look like chickenpox).
Alberta Health Services recommends that all children’s immunizations be kept up-to-date. Adequate
immunization for chickenpox is one dose of chickenpox vaccine on or after one year of age. For children born on or
after August 1, 2005, a booster dose is recommended between four to six years of age. Please check your child’s
immunization record or contact your local Public Health Centre if you are unsure.
Alberta Health Services also states that if your child does not have any of the symptoms mentioned above, there is
no need to see a nurse or physician for diagnosis. If you have any questions, or want to report a case of chickenpox,
please call Health Link Alberta at 1-866-408-5465 (LINK).
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For more information, visit MyHealth.Alberta.ca: https://myhealth.alberta.ca/health/Pages/default.aspx. You
can easily search a wide variety of health conditions including communicable diseases.
Other information sources include:
•
•

HEALTHLink Alberta – http://www.albertahealthservices.ca/223.asp or phone the toll-free, 24 hours-7
days a week phone service at 1-866-408-5465 (LINK)
Contact your local public health center; info below for Okotoks, High River and South Calgary:
Okotoks Health & Wellness Centre: 11 Cimarron Common, 403-995-2600
High River Public Health Centre: 310 Macleod Trail, 403-652-2200
South Calgary Health Centre: 31 Sunpark Plaza SE, 403-943-9300)

You may also wish to refer to Administrative Procedure 161 – Communicable Diseases, which is located on
the Foothills School Division website at http://www.fsd38.ab.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/161Communicable-Diseases.pdf
Thank you for your cooperation in helping us to provide a safe and healthy learning environment for all of our
students and staff.
Sincerely,
Cynthia Glaicar
Principal
Westmount School
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Chickenpox

FACTS AND TREATMENT
What parents should know
Chickenpox is a very contagious infection. It is caused by the varicella zoster virus (VZV). Usually an itchy red rash
appears all over the body, accompanied by a mild fever. Chickenpox is considered to be a childhood disease. Before
routine immunization with the chickenpox vaccine, about nine of ten Canadians had chickenpox by age 12.
How is chickenpox spread?
• Chickenpox is a very contagious infection caused by the varicella zoster virus.
• It is usually a mild disease with an itchy red rash. More serious complications can occur, especially in people over
age 12 and those with weakened immune systems.
• A safe and effective chickenpox vaccine is available. It is routinely given to infants between 12 and 18 months of
age in Canada.
Chickenpox is very contagious, and can spread from person to person in several ways. It can pass through direct contact
when touching a chickenpox blister, the fluid inside a blister, or the saliva of someone with chickenpox. Chickenpox can
also spread through the air. The virus can stay in the air for a long time after someone coughs or sneezes, and infect
people who breathe that air. Symptoms usually appear 10 to 21 days after exposure to the virus.
A person becomes contagious one to two days before the rash appears. This means that people can spread the virus
before they know they are infected. The virus continues to spread until all of the blisters have crusted over.
Healthy people who have had chickenpox do not normally get it again, and are considered protected from the virus.
What are the symptoms?
Vague symptoms of headache and mild fever often occur one to two days before the rash. The rash is red and itchy. It
changes from red spots to fluid-filled blisters (called vesicles) that then crust over. New blisters come as old ones crust
over, so different stages of the rash are seen at the same time. The rash can involve the whole body, including blisters
inside the nose, mouth, eyelids, rectum and vagina. The number varies, but typically there are around 200 to 500. Most
blisters crust over after about six days. They generally heal fully after about 20 days.
Is it serious?
Chickenpox is usually a mild disease. However, complications can occur, especially in people over age 12 and those
whose immune (defense) systems are weakened. Complications of chickenpox include bacterial infection of the blisters,
pneumonia, and inflammation of the brain (encephalitis).
Chickenpox infection during pregnancy, especially early in pregnancy, is very concerning. The virus can affect the unborn
baby, potentially causing serious birth defects. It is also worrying when a mother develops chickenpox infection between
five days before to two days after her baby is born. Chickenpox can cause very severe infections in newborns.
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After recovery from chickenpox, the virus can remain dormant (inactive) in a person's nerve roots. It can become active
many years’ later, causing shingles. Shingles occurs most commonly in people over age 50 and in those with weakened
immune systems. Like chickenpox, shingles usually produces a red blistering rash. The shingles rash is usually painful, not
itchy. It typically affects a smaller area of the body. A common complication is continuing pain in the affected area after
the rash disappears, called post-herpetic neuralgia. (Search website for shingles).

How do I care for someone with chickenpox?
The chickenpox rash is very itchy. The itching can interfere with sleep. Scratching can damage the skin, and increases the
risk of infections and scarring. To care for healthy young children with chickenpox, controlling symptoms is key. Limit the
triggers for itching and take steps to reduce the itch.
• Avoid scented soaps, creams and detergents.
• Wear loose cotton clothing, and keep cool.
• Wash hands often and keep fingernails short. Putting mittens on small children can prevent scratching.
• Take frequent baths with mild soaps containing ingredients like oatmeal, camomile, aloe vera or lavender to
soothe the skin. It may help to add cornstarch or baking soda to bath water.
• Lotions containing phenol, menthol, calamine or oatmeal (Aveeno®) may soothe the skin.
• If itching is severe and affecting sleep, an oral antihistamine like diphenhydramine (Benadryl®) can help to
reduce itching. Your doctor or pharmacist can help you choose the correct product and dose.
• Acetaminophen (Tylenol™) can be used to relieve fever. However, acetylsalicylic acid (ASA, Aspirin™) should
never be used by anyone under the age of 18. Kids taking aspirin risk developing Reye's syndrome, a severe
disease that damages the liver and brain.
Medications that work against the virus, such as the antiviral medication acyclovir, are not recommended to treat
chickenpox in healthy young children. However, they may be used in people more likely to develop complications from
chickenpox. This includes people over 12 years of age and those with certain medical conditions. Antiviral medications
are very useful in treating chickenpox in people with weakened immune systems. They are most effective if started very
soon after the rash appears, ideally within one to three days.
When should I call the doctor?
Those at higher risk of complications from chickenpox should contact their doctor immediately if chickenpox is
suspected. This includes anyone:
• over age 12
• who has a chronic medical condition
• with a weakened immune system
• or who is pregnant.
Other reasons to contact a doctor include:
• high fever (greater than 38.5 C)
• lethargy (lack of energy)
• increasing redness, swelling or pain around the blisters
• swelling or pain around the rash
• easy bruising or bleeding
• itching or discomfort that interferes with sleep.
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Seek medical attention if there are chickenpox lesions on the eyelids or near the eyes or if there is redness of the eye
itself (conjunctiva). Immediate medical attention is required if there are signs and symptoms of infection around the
brain, including severe headache, stiff neck, confusion, lethargy, or unusual behaviour. If you or your child is diagnosed
with chickenpox, your family physician may be required to contact the public health department to monitor varicella
activity within the province.
When is it safe to return to school, daycare or other activities?
Since people are contagious for about two days before the rash develops, transmission often occurs before you are even
aware of the chickenpox. Children can return to daycare or school as soon as they feel well enough to participate in all
activities, regardless of the state of the rash.
Until all lesions are crusted over:
• those with chickenpox should not attend new or infrequent group activities, such as once-weekly activities.
Transmission of chickenpox is less likely to have already occurred in these situations.
• keep children with chickenpox away from people who have weakened immune systems, pregnant women who
have not had chickenpox and newborn babies
• to avoid spreading the virus, do not travel by public transportation.
How can I prevent chickenpox?
Vaccines against chickenpox (varicella vaccines) have been available in Canada since 1998. The chickenpox vaccine is
now part of the publicly funded childhood vaccine program in all Canadian provinces and territories. It is routinely given
to children between 12 and 18 months of age.
The chickenpox vaccine is about 85 per cent effective at preventing chickenpox infection. It is about 95 per cent effective
in preventing severe complications of chickenpox.
The vaccine may prevent disease in those who have been exposed to infectious chickenpox. Remember, this includes
those who have never had a chickenpox infection or the vaccination. Get vaccinated as soon as possible after exposure,
and certainly within five days. If given within five days of exposure, the vaccine can prevent over 70 per cent of those
exposed from developing chickenpox. If chickenpox does develop, it will be mild.
More information about chickenpox can be obtained from several provincial and national health information services:
www.healthlinkalberta.ca
www.health.gov.on.ca/en/public /
http://www.healthlinkbc.ca/healthtopics/content.asp?hwid=hw208307
The vaccine has only been routinely given to infants in Canada for the last four to nine years, depending on where they
live. This means many older children and adults who have not had the vaccine or chickenpox are still at risk. The vaccine
is recommended for anyone who hasn't had the disease. It is especially important for certain high-risk groups to be
immunized, including:
• women of childbearing age who are not currently pregnant
• health care workers
• adults who work with children
• people living with others who have weakened immune systems
• and those with certain medical conditions or taking certain medications.
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People with very weakened immune systems and pregnant women should not receive the vaccine.
The vaccine is very safe, and serious side effects are rare. The most common reactions are pain and redness at the site of
the vaccine injection. About 15 per cent of people have a mild fever. Less than five per cent of people develop a mild
chickenpox rash, usually near the injection site.
Though usually mild, chickenpox can have serious complications. If you or your children have never had chickenpox or
the vaccine, please contact your local public health center to see if you qualify for vaccination.

