Students with Chronic Health Conditions: The Role of
the School Nurse
Position Statement

SUMMARY
It is the position of the National Association of School Nurses (NASN) that to optimize student health, safety, and
learning, a professional registered school nurse (hereinafter referred to as school nurse) be present all day, every
day. The American Academy of Pediatrics’ Council on School Health (2016) highlights the important role school
nurses play across a child’s continuum of care and recommends that every school should have at least one nurse.
The Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) identifies school nurses as leaders of student chronic disease management
in schools. Utilizing the nursing process, the school nurse manages chronic health conditions in the school setting
by providing direct care, providing case management, and advocating for students and families to help them
access needed resources and support to achieve academic success (CDC, 2017b).
BACKGROUND
Chronic health conditions include acquired, incurable diseases and other illnesses lasting more than 12 months
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011). These conditions include long‐term physical, emotional,
behavioral, functional and developmental disorders that occur along a continuum from mild to severely disabling
(McClanahan & Weismuller, 2015). It is estimated that one in four students in United States schools may have a
chronic health condition (Jackson, Vann, Kotch, Pahel, & Lee, 2011; Van Cleave, Gortmaker, & Perrin, 2010).
Approximately 6% of those students have multiple chronic conditions leading to challenges with treatment
adherence, disease acceptance, lifestyle modification, care coordination, increased exposure to chronic condition
risk factors, and difficulties transitioning to adult healthcare settings (Anderson, 2010; Rezaee & Pollock, 2015).
Children with chronic conditions are at risk for high absentee rates, low student engagement, dropping‐out of
school, exposure to bullying, disruptive behaviors, poor grades, and below‐average performance on standardized
achievement tests (Forrest, Bevans, Riley, Crespo, & Louis, 2011; Bethell et al., 2012). As life expectancy for
students with chronic conditions increases, the complexity of the healthcare and educational service needs of
students also increases (Martin & Osterman, 2013).
School nurses are responsible for informing educational communities about the impact of the chronic health
condition(s) on students’ abilities to engage in their education. These students’ rights of participation and access
to school healthcare services are protected by the Rehabilitation Act, Section 504 (1973) and the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Improvement Act [IDEIA](2004). It is the responsibility of local school districts to educate
students with chronic conditions in the least restrictive environment. The school nurse collaborates with education
staff to promote a safe and accommodating school environment for children with chronic health conditions
(American Nurses Association & National Association of School Nurses [NASN], 2017; Brook, Hiltz, Kopplin, &
Lindeke, 2015).

RATIONALE
The special needs of students with chronic health conditions are complex and continuous. The school nurse has a
pivotal role in:
● interpreting a student’s health status;
● explaining the health impairment to the school team;
● translating the healthcare provider orders into the school setting by developing Individualized Healthcare
Plans;
● providing assessment, direct care, coordination and evaluation of care;
● providing nursing delegation that aligns with state nurse practice acts, rules and regulations; and
● advocating for appropriate accommodations in the educational setting (Leroy, Wallin, & Lee, 2017;
McClanahan & Weismuller, 2015; NASN, 2015; Zirkel, Granthom, & Lovato, 2012).
The services of a school nurse support readiness to learn, classroom participation, and academic progress (ANA &
NASN, 2017; Bethell et al., 2012; NASN, 2015). Bethell et al., 2012; NASN, 2015). The Whole School, Whole
Community, Whole Child Model (WSCC) (ASCD and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2014)
reminds schools and communities that the child, at the center of educational systems, must be healthy, safe,
engaged, supported and challenged. The school nurse works to support the constructs of WSCC by coordinating
intervention and evaluation services, identifying previously unrecognized symptom patterns and student
responses to those patterns, and referring students to the appropriate resources (CDC, 2017a). By assisting
students with the management of their chronic conditions, the school nurse contributes to risk reduction,
increased classroom seat time, decreased student absenteeism, improved academic success, and cost savings to
families and educational and healthcare systems (Forbes, 2014; NASN, 2015; Wang et al., 2014, Michael, Merlo,
Basch, Wentzel, & Wechsler, 2015). School nurses decrease chronic absenteeism by assisting families to access
health care; by providing condition‐related education to parents, students and staff; and by coordinating care
between school, family and medical home (Jacobsen, Meeder, & Voskuil, 2016).
School nursing services result in improved health outcomes for students with chronic health conditions (Leroy et
al., 2017). The school nurse, working within the constructs of the Framework for 21st Century School Nursing
Practice (NASN, 2015) plays a decisive role in mitigating the long‐term impact of chronic health conditions on
children by coordinating the interests of families, education, healthcare systems, public health, insurance, and
community agencies (McClanahan & Weismuller, 2015; Wolfe, 2013). Healthcare providers can utilize the power of
school nurses to maintain the health of students who have chronic conditions at the highest level; decrease
healthcare costs, unnecessary use of emergency rooms, and hospitalizations; and increase quality of care (Wang et
al., 2014). The school nurse collaborates with transition planning teams to facilitate seamless movement of the
student through the educational and healthcare settings (Bargeron, Contri, Gibbons, Ruch‐Ross, & Sanabria, 2015;
NASN, 2014). School nurse care coordination between “schools, parents and health‐care providers assists students
with chronic health conditions...to optimize health and learning” (Miller, Coffield, Leroy & Wallin, 2016, p. 362).
Considering the positive impact school nurses have on health and academic outcomes of students with chronic
conditions, school systems should develop processes to include school nurses at the outset of student enrollment
and in special education individual education planning.
CONCLUSION
It is the position of NASN that to optimize student health, safety, and learning, a school nurse be present all day,
every day. The school nurse is part of a comprehensive healthcare and education system. The school nurse is well
positioned to support the health and academic success of students with chronic health conditions by providing

direct care and facilitating the many practice components of care coordination (Bargeron et al., 2015; Brook et al.,
2015; NASN 2015). School nurse advocacy helps students and families to access needed resources in support of
academic achievement (CDC, 2017). School nurses are leaders who provide care coordination, health education
and promotion, quality improvement, and critical thinking skills that benefit schools, families, the healthcare
system, and most importantly children with chronic health conditions.
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