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Title: The Utilization of Technology to Improve School Absenteeism Syndromic Surveillance in Rural Northwest Montana
Significance to Public Health: Syndromic surveillance systems collect data to indicate early-illness activity before laboratory or clinical confirmation. Detecting disease outbreaks early enhances public health’s ability to respond quickly to mitigate the outbreak. School absenteeism surveillance is a form of syndromic surveillance commonly used for detecting disease outbreaks.
Background and Rationale for the Project: Flathead City-County Health Department (FCCHD) utilized school absenteeism data, but relied on phone reporting from school personnel to collect data. The process was time-consuming for FCCHD staff and provided little benefit to participants. Updating the school-based surveillance program to incorporate technology provided more accurate and timely data for decision-making, a more user-friendly platform and saved time for FCCHD staff and participants. 
Methods: The updated program focused on cost-effective data collection and utilized an online survey platform. The platform allowed FCCHD staff to ascertain absenteeism and symptom information. Unlike the previous program, the new program incorporated graphs that provided the schools a visual demonstration of absenteeism. This benefit was utilized to recruit new schools to participate. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Results: The new program was implemented in September 2015. Compared to previous years the participation rate increased 38%, from eight to 11 schools. Program participation has grown to include two private schools and the county’s largest high school. An analysis of participant feedback indicated participants found the new system easy to use, enjoyed the fast turnaround of data and used the data to drive policy decisions. 
Implications for Practice: The updated school absenteeism syndromic surveillance program of FCCHD demonstrates the positive impact of incorporating cost-effective technology. Technology has increased the quality of data and resulted in positive feedback from participants and staff.  The updated school absenteeism surveillance program can serve as a template for surveillance programs in other local health departments, particularly those with limited resources. 


