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Caring for Children With

Severe Allergies

Establishing Protocols for EpiPens and Other Medical
Needs Through Collaborative Practices

Will Parnell, Allison Schnur, and Lynn Green

s educators and researchers, throughout our
Awork with young children and families, we

authors have cared for children who were
prescribed an epinephrine auto-injection device to be
used in the case of a severe allergic reaction. However,

it wasn’t until we actually had to consider using such a
device, commonly referred to as an EpiPen—a popular

brand of epinephrine auto-injector—that we realized
the care plan for these children was unclear. In many
ways, the protocols and care-taking processes for
managing severe allergies felt unlike those for many
other medical concerns due to the instantaneous life-
threatening nature, immediately needed reactions, and
unestablished protocols in our field. Most important,
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involved in providing care for a child with health
issues. All IHPs are located in consistent, marked
locations in each classroom, in the same cabinet as the
first aid kits. The center also kept protocols in the main
office and in all administrators’ offices. Parents and
educators agreed that centrally located plans accessible
to all staff are essential, and that IHPs be documented
in writing. They noted that it is crucial that IHPs

be child-specific, and never generic (Administrator
interview, March 3).

Written IHPs must clarify when each child might need
their EpiPen, based on individual allergies and health
history. Barb, a preschool teacher, said, “When you
know exactly what needs to be done for a child, and you
can see it on the paper and go over it with the family,
it’s really empowering. When I know what to do in an
emergency situation, I can take over. I feel powerful.

I can help this child because I know what to do”
(Educator interview, February 25). Margaret elaborated
on the relief IHPs offered: “We wanted to remove all

of the guesswork and give confidence and autonomy

to educators so that they can care for children”
(Administrator interview, March 3).

When we designed Individual Health Protocols for
children, we began with a collaborative meeting,.
Parents and educators sat down together and identified
their questions. Marshall, a parent who volunteered

to collaborate in creating the format for Individual
Health Protocols, prompted us to think about how a
substitute teacher would know how to care for a child
if the lead educator was out. Allison’s reflective journal
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documented the many questions we used as a guide in
developing THPs:

I wonder how our care might vary for each child
and how we can further incorporate parent
perspective into our care plan. How do we know if
a child is allergic by ingestion or by touch? Do we
administer the EpiPen right away or only when
we witness signs of anaphylaxis? How might we
organize all of the emergency health information
we have about a child so that our whole team
becomes better able to care for them? (Adapted
from Allison’s journal, October 24)

The entire care team used these questions to create

an individualized plan for each child. Our Individual
Health Protocols include basic identifying information
about each child, the child’s previous related symptoms,
and most important, an action plan for exposure to
specific allergens.

Fostering self-advocacy

Collaborations such as those on IHPs led the center
staff to develop ways to foster a sense of self-advocacy
and awareness in children. We found that policies
and procedures alone were not enough to fully care
for children requiring EpiPens and other emergency
medications. Parents and educators emphasized the
need for helping even the youngest children develop
self-advocacy skills. They shared experiences of
multiple methods adults could use to help children
identify and verbalize their health needs.
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