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Rabies Education, K-12  

Washington State Department of Health has developed a new suite of 

materials for educators and school 

nurses to teach students in 

kindergarten through 12th grade about 

rabies and how to avoid exposure to 

the disease. These materials are 

available without charge on the 

Department’s website (Resources).  

Rabies and Children 

Globally there are tens of thousands of rabies deaths each year, 40% 

in children under 15 years. In many countries the main reservoirs for 

rabies are dogs and cats, putting children at particular risk for petting 

or for being chased by a rabid animal. In Washington, children are 

20% of those reported to have had a suspected exposure to rabies.  

Rabies virus has adapted to specific animal reservoir hosts (such as 

bats, skunks, foxes, and other mammals) and these variants can be 

found in specific parts of the United States. In Washington the only 

known reservoir for rabies is bats. All bat species in Washington can 

carry rabies. When a living or dead bat is found in a classroom, 

outside in a play area, or during a class trip, it is important that children are aware of the risk of 

rabies and that adults know how to prevent and respond to exposures.  

The Department’s rabies prevention education resources were specifically designed for an 

audience of K–12 students and adults working with those students. The resources can be used by 

school nurses and staff to educate students about rabies and as a guide for handling a situation of 

potential rabies exposure. The materials were designed to increase awareness about rabies, to 

provide guidance on steps to take if a bat is found around students, and to outline the steps a 

school should take in the event of a suspected rabies exposure event. 
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New Educational Tools 

The new suite of rabies educational materials includes posters 

and two presentations. One presentation is for educators and one 

for K-12 students. Topics covered include the disease of rabies 

and how people can be exposed to it.  

A poster instructs what to do if a person finds a bat. A bat that could have exposed children to 

rabies should be contained, students or staff with possible exposure identified, first aid provided as 

needed, and the local health jurisdiction contacted to determine if there has been a risk from the 

bat and whether testing should be done. The poster has QR codes that can be scanned to get more 

information about capturing a bat, providing first aid, and contacting the local health jurisdiction. .  

Public health interviews with children and staff are important to determine the behavior and 

appearance of the animal as well as the severity and location of the exposure. This information can 

help public health determine the need to test the bat for rabies or to recommend post-exposure 

prophylaxis for rabies prevention. The local health jurisdiction can assist a school in deciding 

when it is appropriate to notify parents that a bat was discovered around students and together 

develop a notification letter about rabies risk, laboratory testing, and treatment.    
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Preventing Rabies 

Each year, between 200 and 250 bats in Washington are tested for rabies and about 3-10% test 

positive. Most testing occurs after human contact with the bat is identified, such as a bite or bare-

hand contact. The actual prevalence of rabies in bats in the wild is predicted to be much lower than 

the sample of bats tested. 

Since 1990 the only other animals in the state testing positive for rabies have been a horse (1992), 

a llama (1994), and two cats (2002 and 2015). Bat rabies virus variant was identified or suspected 

in these animals. Elsewhere in the United States and its territories rabies can be carried by 

raccoons, foxes, skunks, and mongooses. Globally dogs are the animals most likely to transmit 

rabies to humans while other animals such as bats as well as foxes and various canids are also 

reservoirs.  

Proper post-exposure prophylaxis administration following exposure is essential for preventing 

cases of human rabies. The medications are given as a series over several weeks and treatment is 

almost entirely successful if completed before symptoms of rabies occur. Once rabies infection  

develops, survival is extremely rare.   

When a bat is present under circumstances where children could be exposed, local health 

jurisdictions are key in handling the situation correctly. A jurisdiction can evaluate the risk of 

exposure, arrange testing of a bat, and coordinate with the school for appropriate notifications 

before or after testing. A proper response can prevent unnecessary and expensive post-exposure 

treatment. The Office of Communicable Disease Epidemiology has staff available for 

consultations with the local health jurisdictions, and can also provide a letter template for a school 

to develop its own version for parental notification. 

Globally, bats have a valuable contribution to the environment and the economy. They consume 

quantities of pest insects, and also pollinate and disseminate some plants. These rabies educational 

materials were designed to promote safety by teaching children to respect bats from a distance and 

by instructing staff on the correct actions if children are around a bat. Office of Communicable 

Disease Epidemiology appreciates our local and Tribal health partners for using and distributing 

these materials to their communities. 

 

Resources 

Rabies resources from the Washington State Department of Health include General Information, 

Rabies Educational Materials for K-12, and materials for veterinarians, public health agencies, and 

healthcare providers:  

 https://doh.wa.gov/public-health-provider-resources/notifiable-conditions/rabies-resources  

Additional Department of Health resources related to rabies are provided for local health 

jurisdictions as well as the public:  

 Rabies and Animal Bites  

Local health jurisdiction links:  

https://doh.wa.gov/about-us/washingtons-public-health-system/washington-state-local-

health-jurisdictions  

https://doh.wa.gov/public-health-provider-resources/notifiable-conditions/rabies-resources
https://stateofwa.sharepoint.com/sites/doh-cdezoonoticexternal/SitePages/Rabies.aspx?xsdata=&sdata=dk9jWllSbkVOQ2ZVb3dmWlUvZUIxN2h1MkZMRkltczFvalc5RWFsV0MyTT0%3D&ovuser=11d0e217-264e-400a-8ba0-57dcc127d72d%2CMarcia.Goldoft%40doh.wa.gov&OR=Teams-HL&CT=1754079182342&clickparams=eyJBcHBOYW1lIjoiVGVhbXMtRGVza3RvcCIsIkFwcFZlcnNpb24iOiI0OS8yNTA3MDMxODgwOSJ9
https://doh.wa.gov/about-us/washingtons-public-health-system/washington-state-local-health-jurisdictions
https://doh.wa.gov/about-us/washingtons-public-health-system/washington-state-local-health-jurisdictions

