
Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis 
Professional Standards Training:    Portion Sizes/Special Diets (2210)  
Anaphylaxis Overview   
Food allergies affect close to 4% of the general population, or approximately 11 million Americans.  
 Milk, eggs, peanuts, tree nuts, fish, shellfish, soy, and wheat account for 90% of all food-allergic 
reactions.  
There is no cure for food allergy; strict avoidance of the allergy-causing food is the key to preventing 
allergic reactions.  
Severe or life-threatening reactions are called “anaphylaxis.”  
 It is estimated that food allergy-induced reactions cause 30,000 emergency room visits and as many as 
150 to 200 deaths each year.  
Minute or trace amounts of a food can cause a reaction in a highly sensitive patient. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
What foods cause food allergies?  
Although an individual could be allergic to any food, such as fruits, vegetables, and meats, the following 
eight foods account for 90% of all food-allergic reactions: Shellfish and fish commonly cause the most 
allergic reactions. Peanuts, however, are the leading cause of severe allergic reactions, followed by 
shellfish, fish, tree nuts, and eggs. Some experts recommend that peanut-allergic patients avoid tree 
nuts, and vice versa, as an extra precaution. (Although the eight foods above account for the majority of 
the food-allergic reactions, any food can potentially cause an allergic reaction.) Peanuts, Fish (bass, 
flounder, cod, etc.) Tree nuts (walnuts, pecans, almonds, cashews, hazelnuts/ filberts, macadamia nuts, 
pistachio nuts, etc.) Shellfish (shrimp, crab, lobster, etc.) Eggs, Milk, Soy, Wheat 
 
What are the symptoms of an allergic reaction? 
 Typical symptoms of an allergic reaction can include — Skin: Hives, eczema, swelling of the lips and 
face, itching Eyes: Swelling, watering, itching Respiratory Tract: Swelling of the throat or mouth, 
difficulty breathing, runny nose, wheezing, and repetitive coughing Gastrointestinal Tract: Abdominal 
cramps, vomiting, diarrhea (GI manifestations are often associated with a more serious reaction) 
Symptoms can range from mild to severe and life threatening. Reactions can occur from within minutes 
up until about two hours after eating an offending food. 
 
What do food-allergic individuals need from you?  
Food-allergic individuals need food service staff to provide them with accurate information about menu 
choices, so they can make an informed decision about what to order. Incorrect or incomplete 
information puts these patients at risk for an allergic reaction. 
 
How can an allergic reaction be avoided?  
Strict avoidance of the allergy-causing food is the only way to avoid a reaction. Reading ingredient labels 
for all foods is the key to maintaining control over the allergy. 
 
Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis Quiz 
1. Food-allergic reactions can occur within what time period after ingestion? a) within seconds b) from 

two minutes to 12 hours c) from within minutes up until about two hours d) within two days 
2. What are the foods that most commonly cause allergic reactions? a) peanuts b) tree nuts c) fish and 

shellfish d) all of the above 
3. What body systems can be affected by a food-allergic reaction? a) gastrointestinal tract b) 

respiratory system c) cardiovascular system d) skin e) all of the above 



4. Patients with food allergy need to have menus in advance so — a) they can decide what they prefer 
to eat b) they can rotate foods to which they are allergic c) they can avoid their allergen d) all of the 
above 
The Student Nutrition Manager is selected as the point person for food-allergy questions from food 
service staff.  The manager should set up food-allergy procedures for the staff and conduct in-
service training. New employees should receive food-allergy training before they have contact with 
any patients. Periodic in-service training sessions on the topic are recommended. Procedures 
should clearly define how to handle menu selections, meal preparations, serving methods, and 
special requests made by the patients.  Written instructions for foods to be avoided for particular 
food allergies should be available to student nutrition staff.  Food allergy menus and/or lists with 
alternate meal choices should be generated and reviewed periodically. The manager will ensure 
that all students with food related allergies are entered into the Point of Sale (POS) system.   
 
The only way to avoid an allergic reaction is to avoid the allergy-causing items. A food-allergic 
student will not have the opportunity to know about the ingredients used in selected menu items. 
Therefore, the student relies on the student nutrition staff at the school to provide safe foods. It is 
crucial for the Student Nutrition Manager to be aware of any ingredients that are used in 
unexpected places, such as crushed nuts in a piecrust. Sometimes ingredients are added to 
prepared foods that may not necessarily be obvious (e.g., ingredients in marinades and salad 
dressings as well as ingredients that are added for flavor, such as butter to frozen vegetables). If a 
food does not have a label, or if you are unsure about the ingredients, do not guess. Suggest a 
menu item for which the ingredient information is available. 
 
Peanut butter 
Peanut butter has been used to thicken chili, salsa, spaghetti sauce, and brown gravy. It has been 
used as the “glue” to hold egg rolls together. It has also been used to add crunch and texture to 
piecrusts and cheesecakes and has even been used in brownies and hot chocolate. It is wise to 
avoid them for students with peanut or tree-nut allergies. 
 
Be wary of high-risk menu choices 
Fried foods are high-risk foods because the cooking oil is often used for many foods. Unless there is 
a designated fryer, or a separate pan can be used specifically to prepare the food, do not offer fried 
foods to food-allergic patients.  Desserts have caused a number of allergic reactions because 
ingredients, such as nuts, often appear in unexpected places. Food-allergic individuals generally are 
safest avoiding desserts and selecting fresh fruit without any toppings or sauces.  Sauces can be 
used in entrées or desserts. Unless you are absolutely sure about the ingredients used, prepare the 
food for the food-allergic patient without sauces. 
 
Avoid cross contact  
Cross contact occurs when the proteins from two or more foods mix –– for example, during cooking 
or while serving the foods. The protein is the part of the food that causes the food allergy. Even a 
tiny amount of an allergy-causing food is enough to cause an allergic reaction in some people. 
Therefore, precautions must be taken to avoid cross contact from foods to which a student is 
allergic. 



 
 
Cross contact difficulties can also occur when you are serving food to patients with food allergies. 
The following are two of the most common examples of cross-contact problems.  Unclean hands or 
gloves. Wash hands thoroughly and put on a fresh pair of gloves before preparing an allergy-free 
meal.  Splashed or spilled food. It is very easy to accidentally contaminate a student’s food, drinks, 
or utensils when carrying them on a tray with other items. Ingredients from other foods can splash 
or spill onto something that is otherwise “allergy-free.” Ideally, the allergen-free meal should be 
wrapped and/or covered and preferably placed above all other foods or carried by itself directly 
from the kitchen to the student. 
 
*If you have a student experiencing any issues, call the School Nurse immediately to the 
cafeteria. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


