O verweight and Obesity in Y outh in S chools‐
T he R ole of the S chool N urse
Position Statement

SUMMARY
It is the position of the National Association of School Nurses that school nurses have the knowledge and expertise
to promote the prevention of overweight and obesity and address the needs of overweight and obese youth in
schools. The school nurse collaborates with students, families, school personnel, and health care providers to
promote healthy weight and identify overweight and obese youth who may be at risk for health problems. The
school nurse can refer and follow up with students who may need to see a health care provider. The school nurse
also educates and advocates for changes in the school and district that promote a healthy lifestyle for all students.
HISTORY
Overweight and obesity are an increasing problem in the United States that often begins in childhood. Obesity in
children can lead to serious health concerns, once only seen in adults. The rates for overweight and obesity in
youth have tripled in the past 30 years, and currently almost 32% of youth between 2 and 19 are overweight or
obese, at or above the 85th percentile (Centers for Disease Control [CDC], 2010).
DESCRIPTION OF ISSUE
The etiology of overweight and obesity is not completely understood but thought to be complex and have multi‐
factorial contributing factors (Crawford et al., 2010; Johnson, Williams & Spruill, 2006; CDC, 2009). Contributing
factors may include:
 Change in diet and physical activity
 Heredity/Genetics
 Family/Social factors
 Behavioral/Cultural
 Environmental/Socioeconomic status
 Media marketing
Children and adolescents who are overweight and obese are at higher risk for health concerns such as:
(CDC, 2008; Copstead‐Kirkhorn & Banasik, 2009):
 Coronary heart disease
 High cholesterol
 High blood pressure
 Bone and joint problems
 Sleep apnea
 Asthma
 Social and psychological problems
 Stigmatization and poor self‐esteem
 Type 2 diabetes
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Good quality nutrition and physical activity are essential for growth, development, and well‐being. Behaviors that
encourage healthy nutrition, portion control, and physical activity should be promoted early in childhood and
continue throughout the life span. To maintain a healthy weight, children and families should incorporate
nutritionally balanced eating patterns and daily physical activity of a moderate to vigorous level for at least 60
minutes each day. The Dietary Guidelines for Americans states that eating patterns established in youth often last
into adulthood making early development of healthy nutrition and physical activity behaviors a priority (U.S.
Department of Agriculture [USDA] & USDHHS, 2010).
The Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans states that regular physical activity in youth promotes health and
fitness and makes it less likely they will develop risk factors for chronic illnesses and more likely that youth will
continue as healthy adults (USDHHS, 2008).
RATIONALE
Healthy People 2020 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [USDHHS], 2011) identifies specific goals to
achieve and promote maintenance of healthy body weights. Since most children spend a large portion of their day
at school, the school is a key setting to implement strategies to address this issue. The school can provide a healthy
environment that supports balanced nutrition and activity.
The school nurse has the capacity to reach a large number of youth, can provide essential leadership in helping
students maintain a healthy weight to prevent overweight and obesity and decrease the burden of illness, and
increase the quality of life and life expectancy. School nurses are able to address the potential serious health
problems resulting from overweight and obesity.
The reality of preventing and treating overweight and obesity requires multiple strategies. A school nurse can
impact a child and his/her family to make healthy lifestyle changes through:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Identifying students who may need further evaluation by conducting screenings (height, weight and body
mass index [BMI]) and assessing students for possible risk factors associated with overweight and obesity
(hypertension, acanthosis nigricans, risk for type 2 diabetes, and family history);
Making necessary referrals to health care providers for further assessment and treatment;
Developing individualized health plans that address elevated BMIs which place students at risk for
chronic health concerns;
Identifying community resources for referral for overweight and obese students;
Providing education and information to parents and families about nutrition, physical activity and
community resources;
Encouraging follow up for counseling and psychological support for students;
Promoting healthy messages that encourage the consumption of healthy foods and encourage physical
activity in and after school;
Encouraging role modeling of healthy lifestyle choices by parents and teachers;
Promoting nutrition and activity assessment by the school to help the child and adolescent identify
healthy behaviors and set goals; and
Educating the school community about evidence based healthy lifestyle changes, daily physical activity
requirements, and preventable health risks associated with overweight/obesity.

School nurses initiate and lead the school community to influence policy and protocols related to wellness and can
be the primary force in:
 Development of youth‐related wellness policies,
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Prevention and treatment of obesity among school staff members, as school staff often serve as role
models for students,
Promoting walk to school and bike to school programs, and
Advocating for:
o Community and school facilities to be available for physical activity for all people including after
school and weekend times,
o Research on the behavioral and biological causes of overweight and obesity,
o Proper education to community youth organizations about the importance of making healthy
food choices and obtaining the daily recommended amount of physical activity,
o The importance of proper nutrition in enhancing learning and increasing brain function,
o Nutritional school lunches,
o Easy access to drinking water, and
o Daily physical education at all schools.

School nurses recognize the impact of healthy eating and physical activity on academic success, promote healthy
lifestyles for all students, and assist students who are overweight and obese obtain a healthy lifestyle. School
nurses are in the prime position to influence the behavior of children and adolescents in developing good decision‐
making skills related to nutrition and physical activity to develop and achieve healthy lifestyles.
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