SCHOOL & ALLERGIES

MY LIFE

AS A STUDENT
TREADING CAREFULLY
BIO: Abdi Aidid, 15, Grade 11
LIVES IN: Vaughan, Ont.
ALLERGIES: peanuts, tree nuts

veryone knows that living with allergies
is no stroll in the park, but rather a
sniffly, sneezing walk through it. Having
a nut allergy can be the worst at
times, and being a student at a
high school that has over
1,000 others in attendance
doesn’t help matters. Armed
with my EpiPen, there have
been times that I’ve felt willing to wage war on my school
cafeteria and all its inhabitants.
I can recall an incident in which a
friend of mine purchased a muffin. After
breaking off a small piece, he decided he
didn’t want any more and offered the rest
to me. Before I touched it, I asked what
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JAWS: THE CAFETERIA
BIO: Morgan Smith, 11, Grade 6
LIVES IN: Colorado Springs, Colo.
ALLERGIES: peanuts, tree nuts,

sesame, fish, shellfish

ealing with the school
lunchroom is like swimming in shark-infested waters.
For me, the sharks are people
eating peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches, sesame seed breads
or crackers, and granola bars with
nuts. Many kids bring these items, but
they don’t sit with me or near me. The
lunchroom doesn’t serve PB & J sandwiches anymore, instead they now serve
sunflower-seed-butter sandwiches.
I navigate the lunchroom waters by sitting with my friends who don’t eat food
containing my allergens. A custodian
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type of muffin it was. He replied, “caramel
coffee.” I figured it couldn’t hurt. But I
gazed at the muffin more intently as he
stretched out his hand toward me, only to
discover nuts sitting atop it.
My puzzled expression quickly turned
to a seriously annoyed one. “Caramel coffee – and nuts,” he stammered. A look of
shock crossed his face as he realized the careless mistake he’d
just made. Seeing it, my mood
lightened, and I couldn’t help
but laugh it off.
Eating at school isn’t easy.
Although I have come a long
way from sitting alone in a designated peanut-free area while
eating my lunch, I still have to assess
the risk and be on my guard. When most
people don’t seem to know a peanut from
an almond, it can’t hurt to be careful. It can
only hurt not to be.

cleans the table for me. The other kids
have to clean up with a wet cloth. Kids are
supposed to wash their hands after lunch,
but most don’t. Up until Grade 2, I had
a table sign that said, “It’s Cool to
be Peanut Free!” But now, I’m
old enough to ask potential
sharks to move. It’s a 50-50
chance that people understand why they are asked to
move. Once a shark came
right up to my table eating a
PB & J sandwich. (Of course, he
didn’t know about my food allergies.) I
had to ask him to move down two tables.
Lunchroom monitors (who are adults)
are there to help, so students do change
seats when asked. Most kids understand
that my food allergies are serious. A few
new kids need help understanding but,
overall, I feel safe among the sharks!

SPEAKING UP
BIO: Bridget Yard, 17, Grade 12
LIVES IN: Timmins, Ont.
ALLERGIES: Peanuts, tree nuts

any high school students struggle with food allergies in an
unwelcoming environment. My
school recently put in strict regulations under Ontario’s Sabrina’s Law
to keep students and staff with allergies safe. These rules include no
eating anywhere outside of the cafeteria. The policy was made clear
through several announcements.
One teacher decided to elaborate
on an announcement, and spoke of
respecting people with allergies by
following the new policies. My
peers are usually conscientious,
going out of their way to check
ingredients on packaging or eating
some place else when they bring
peanut butter for lunch. But one
classmate participated in the discussion by saying, “People with nut
allergies are going to die anyway.
There are so many things with nuts
in them, I don’t think they’re going
to live too long.”
He may simply have been tactless,
but the statement forced me to reevaluate my safety at school. I spoke
up about my concerns and the fact
that his comment was threatening to
me. From the disagreement came a
class discussion that I hope helped
the student to understand what it
feels like to live with an allergy. He
apologized for his comment.
A common problem among
young adults at risk of anaphylaxis
is that they are embarrassed to be
different, and hesitate to let people
know about their allergies. These
rules are not there to make the
school feel better about following a
government-imposed law; they are
there to create a safe environment
and to make students feel comfortable, which is what they deserve.
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