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C e n t e r s  f o r  D i s e a s e  C o n t r o l  a n d  P r e v e n t i o n

CONTROL AND PREVENTION

School-Based Obesity Prevention Strategies 
for State Policymakers

S c h o o ls  p la y  a  c r i t i c a l  r o le  i n  p r e v e n t in g  c h i l d h o o d  o b e s i t y .  G o v e r n o r s ,  s ta te  a g e n c ie s ,  a n d  s ta te  b o a r d s  o f  

e d u c a t io n  c a n  d o  m u c h  t o  h e lp  th e m .  B e lo w  a re  s o m e  s t r a te g ie s  t h a t  s ta te s  h a v e  u s e d  a n d  t h a t  h a v e  s h o w n  

p r o m is e  i n  h e lp in g  s c h o o ls  a d d re s s  c h i l d h o o d  o b e s i t y .

Strategy 1: Coordinate and integrate school health-related programs across state 
agencies and with nongovernmental organizations.

M a n y  s ta te  g o v e r n m e n t  a g e n c ie s  a n d  n o n g o v e r n m e n t a l  o r g a n iz a t io n s  d e v e lo p  a n d  im p le m e n t  s c h o o l -  

b a s e d  p r o g r a m s  t o  p r o m o t e  p h y s ic a l  a c t i v i t y  a n d  h e a l t h y  e a t in g .  S ta te s  c a n  m a x im iz e  th e  e f f e c t iv e n e s s  

a n d  e f f i c i e n c y  o f  th e s e  e f f o r t s  b y —

•  S t r e n g th e n in g  p r o g r a m  c o o r d in a t io n ,  i n t e g r a t io n ,  a n d  c o l la b o r a t io n .

•  A l i g n i n g  p r o g r a m  o u tc o m e s  a n d  p r io r i t i e s  a c r o s s  d e p a r tm e n ts .

•  S u p p o r t in g  in t e r a g e n c y  w o r k g r o u p s  a n d  b u d g e t  p la n n in g .

•  E n c o u r a g in g  a g e n c ie s  t o  w o r k  t o g e t h e r  t o  d e v e lo p  a n d  im p le m e n t  s ta te  s ta n d a r d s  a n d  p o l i c ie s .

Strategy 2: Use state and local data to guide decision-making and policy formulation.

S ta te s  n e e d  a c c u r a te  d a ta  a b o u t  y o u n g  p e o p le ’ s h e a l t h - r e la t e d  b e h a v io r s  a n d  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  p r o g r a m s  a n d  

p o l i c i e s  t o  m a k e  th e  r i g h t  c h o ic e s  a b o u t  h o w  t o  a l lo c a te  r e s o u r c e s  t o  a d d re s s  c h i l d h o o d  o b e s i t y .  S ta te s  c a n  

o b t a in  t h i s  i n f o r m a t io n  b y  e n c o u r a g in g  s c h o o ls  t o  p a r t i c ip a t e  i n  d a ta  c o l l e c t i o n  s u r v e y s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  Y o u t h  

R is k  B e h a v io r  S u r v e y  ( h t t p :/ / w w w .c d c . g o v / y r b s )  a n d  S c h o o l  H e a l t h  P r o f i l e s

( h t t p : / / w w w . c d c . g o v / h e a l t h y y o u t h / p r o f i l e s / in d e x . h t m ) . T h e s e  b ie n n ia l  s u r v e y s ,  c o n d u c te d  b y  s ta te  e d u c a t io n  

a n d  h e a l t h  a g e n c ie s  i n  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  w i t h  C D C ,  p r o d u c e  a  w e a l t h  o f  d a ta  o n  m e a s u re s  s u c h  a s  y o u n g  

p e o p le ’ s p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  p h y s ic a l  a c t i v i t y  a n d  c o n s u m p t io n  o f  f r u i t s  a n d  v e g e ta b le s ,  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  s c h o o l  

v e n d in g  m a c h in e s ,  a n d  s c h o o ls ’ p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  r e q u i r e m e n ts .

Strategy 3: Support the development of school health councils and rigorous school 
health planning processes.

S c h o o l  h e a l t h  c o u n c i l s  ( c o m p o s e d  o f  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  f r o m  s c h o o ls  a n d  c o m m u n i t ie s )  a n d  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  

c o o r d in a t o r s  h e lp  e s ta b l is h  g o a ls  f o r  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  p r o g r a m s  a n d  f a c i l i t a t e  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  o n  h e a l t h - r e la t e d  

p r o g r a m s .  A  k e y  t a s k  o f  a  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  c o u n c i l  is  t o  a s s e s s  th e  s c h o o l ’ s h e a l t h  p o l i c ie s  a n d  p r o g r a m s  t o  

d e te r m in e  w h a t  im p r o v e m e n t s  s h o u ld  b e  m a d e  t o  m e e t  th e  n e e d s  o f  s tu d e n ts .  S ta te s  c a n —

•  R e q u i r e  s c h o o l  d is t r ic t s  t o  c re a te  a  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  c o u n c i l  a n d  d e s ig n a te  a  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  

c o o r d in a t o r  w h o  p r o v id e s  le a d e r s h ip  f o r  h e a l t h - r e la t e d  p r o g r a m s .

•  P r o v id e  t r a i n i n g  f o r  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  c o u n c i ls ,  a d m in is t r a t o r s ,  a n d  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  c o o r d in a t o r s  o n  

u s in g  re s e a r c h - b a s e d  s e l f - a s s e s s m e n t  a n d  p la n n in g  t o o ls ,  s u c h  a s  C D C ’ s S c h o o l  H e a l t h  I n d e x  

( h t t p s : / / a p p s . n c c d . c d c . g o v / s h i / d e f a u l t . a s p x ) .

•  R e q u i r e  th e  in t e g r a t io n  o f  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  i n t o  r e q u i r e d  s c h o o l  im p r o v e m e n t  p la n s .

•  A w a r d  m in i - g r a n t s  t o  s c h o o ls  t o  im p le m e n t  r e c o m m e n d e d  im p r o v e m e n t s .
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Strategy 4: Establish strong wellness policies.

S t r o n g  w e l ln e s s  p o l i c i e s  l a y  th e  f o u n d a t io n  f o r  e f f e c t i v e  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  p r o g r a m s  a n d  a re  r e q u i r e d  b y  th e  

C h i l d  N u t r i t i o n  a n d  W I C  R e a u t h o r i z a t io n  A c t  o f  2 0 0 4  i n  s c h o o l  d is t r ic t s  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  fe d e r a l  s c h o o l  

m e a l  p r o g r a m s .  W e l ln e s s  p o l i c i e s  c a n  m a n d a te  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  r e q u i r e m e n ts ,  h e a l t h  e d u c a t io n  

r e q u i r e m e n ts ,  th e  t y p e s  o f  f o o d s  a n d  b e v e r a g e s  s o ld  o n  c a m p u s ,  a n d  m a n y  o t h e r  im p o r t a n t  p r a c t ic e s  t h a t  

p r o m o t e  p h y s ic a l  a c t i v i t y  a n d  h e a l t h y  e a t in g .  S ta te s  c a n  h e lp  s c h o o ls  im p le m e n t  s t r o n g  w e l ln e s s  p o l i c ie s  

b y  ” ”

•  E s t a b l i s h in g  s t r o n g  s ta t e w id e  w e l ln e s s  p o l i c i e s  e i t h e r  t h r o u g h  le g i s la t i o n  o r  a d m in is t r a t i v e  a c t io n  

b y  e n t i t ie s  s u c h  a s  th e  s ta te  b o a r d  o f  e d u c a t io n .

•  R e q u i r i n g  s c h o o l  d is t r ic t s  t o  d e v e lo p  w e l ln e s s  p o l i c i e s  w i t h  s p e c i f ic  c o m p o n e n ts  ( e .g . ,  p o l i c y  

la n g u a g e  f o r  c o m p e t i t i v e  f o o d s  o r  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  w i t h  a  s p e c i f ie d  im p le m e n t a t io n  p la n ) .

•  D e v e lo p in g  m o d e l  p o l i c ie s  a n d  g u id e l in e s ,  a n d  e n c o u r a g in g  s c h o o l  d is t r ic t s  t o  a d o p t  th e m .

•  R e q u i r i n g  s c h o o l  d is t r ic t s  t o  r e p o r t  t o  t h e  s ta te  o n  t h e i r  p r o g r e s s  i n  im p le m e n t in g  w e l ln e s s  

p o l i c ie s .

Strategy 5: Improve the capacity of school staff through certification and professional 
development.

Q u a l i f i e d  s t a f f  a re  e s s e n t ia l  t o  im p le m e n t in g  e f f e c t i v e  s c h o o l  p h y s ic a l  a c t i v i t y  a n d  n u t r i t i o n  p r o g r a m s .  

M a n y  s c h o o ls  d o  n o t  h a v e  a  t r a in e d  w o r k f o r c e  m a n a g in g  c h i l d  n u t r i t i o n  s e r v ic e s .  Q u a l i f i e d  p h y s ic a l  

e d u c a t io n  te a c h e r s  a re  la c k in g  i n  e le m e n t a r y  s c h o o ls ,  i n  p a r t  b e c a u s e  s ta te s  d o  n o t  r e q u i r e  o r  e v e n  o f f e r  

p r o f e s s io n a l  c e r t i f i c a t i o n .  T h e  c a p a c i t y  o f  s c h o o l  s t a f f  c a n  b e  im p r o v e d  i n  th e  f o l l o w i n g  w a y s :

•  O f f e r  a n d  r e q u i r e  c e r t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  a l l  k e y  p o s i t io n s ,  i n c lu d in g  c h i l d  n u t r i t i o n  d i r e c t o r s  a n d  

e le m e n t a r y  s c h o o l  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  te a c h e r s .

•  R e q u i r e  a  c o u r s e  i n  h e a l t h  e d u c a t io n  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  p r o f e s s io n a l  p r e p a r a t io n  o f  e le m e n t a r y  s c h o o l  

te a c h e r s .

•  F u n d  o n g o in g  p r o f e s s io n a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  f o r  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  s t a f f  o n  th e  im p le m e n t a t io n  o f  p o l i c ie s  

a n d  p r o g r a m s  p r o v e n  t o  p r o m o t e  h e a l t h - e n h a n c in g  b e h a v io r s .

•  P r o v id e  p r o f e s s io n a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  i n  m u l t i p l e  f o r m a t s  ( e .g . ,  o n - s i t e  c la s s e s ,  d is ta n c e  le a r n in g ,  a n d  

c o n fe r e n c e s ) .

Strategy 6: Establish requirements for how much time students must spend in physical 
education.

R e q u i r i n g  s tu d e n ts  t o  p a r t i c ip a t e  i n  q u a l i t y  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  c la s s e s  f o r  s p e c i f ic  t im e  p e r io d s  r e s u l t s  i n  

m e a n in g f u l  a n d  c o n s is t e n t  c o n t r i b u t io n s  t o  t h e  t o t a l  p h y s ic a l  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  y o u n g  p e o p le  n e e d  t o  e n h a n c e  

t h e i r  h e a l t h .  S u f f i c i e n t  t im e  i n  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  c a n  e n a b le  s tu d e n ts  t o  d e v e lo p  th e  k n o w le d g e ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  

s k i l l s ,  a n d  c o n f id e n c e  n e e d e d  t o  a d o p t  a n d  m a in t a in  p h y s ic a l l y  a c t iv e  l i f e s t y le s .  S ta te s  c a n  h e lp  s c h o o l  

d is t r ic t s  a n d  s c h o o ls  e n s u re  t h a t  s tu d e n ts  s p e n d  s u f f i c i e n t  t im e  i n  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  b y —

•  R e q u i r i n g  d a i l y  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  f o r  a l l  s tu d e n ts  o r  e s t a b l is h in g  t im e  r e q u i r e m e n ts  ( e .g . ,  1 5 0  

m in u t e s / w e e k  f o r  e le m e n ta r y  l e v e l ;  2 2 5  m in u t e s / w e e k  f o r  s e c o n d a r y  l e v e l )  t h a t  le a d  t o  in c r e a s e d  

a m o u n t s  o f  t im e  s p e n t  i n  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n .

•  R e q u i r i n g  s c h o o l  d is t r ic t s  a n d  s c h o o ls  t o  e l im in a t e  e x e m p t io n s  o r  w a iv e r s  f r o m  p h y s ic a l  

e d u c a t io n .
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U n l i k e  f e d e r a l l y  r e g u la te d  s c h o o l  m e a ls ,  f o o d s  a n d  b e v e r a g e s  s o ld  o r  p r o v id e d  i n  v e n d in g  m a c h in e s ,  

s n a c k  b a rs ,  o r  a  l a  c a r te  l in e s  a re  l a r g e l y  e x e m p t  f r o m  n u t r i t i o n a l  s ta n d a r d s .  C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  t h e  f o o d  a n d  

b e v e r a g e  c h o ic e s  m o s t  c o m m o n ly  s o ld  a s  s n a c k s  i n  s c h o o ls  a re  l o w  i n  n u t r i t i o n a l  v a lu e  a n d  h ig h  i n  fa t ,  

s u g a r ,  a n d  c a lo r ie s .

S c h o o ls  s h o u ld  r e in f o r c e  th e  n u t r i t i o n  le s s o n s  t h e y  a re  t e a c h in g  s tu d e n ts  i n  th e  c la s s r o o m  w i t h  a  s c h o o l  

n u t r i t i o n  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  m a k e s  i t  e a s y  f o r  c h i l d r e n  t o  m a k e  h e a l t h y  c h o ic e s .  S ta te s  c a n  h e lp  s c h o o ls  

e s ta b l is h  a  p o s i t i v e  n u t r i t i o n  e n v i r o n m e n t  b y —

•  E s t a b l i s h in g  a n d  e n f o r c in g  s t r o n g  n u t r i t i o n  s ta n d a r d s  f o r  f o o d s  a n d  b e v e r a g e s  s o ld  o r  o f f e r e d  i n  

s c h o o ls ,  s u c h  a s  th e  I n s t i t u t e  o f  M e d i c i n e ’ s N u t r i t i o n  S ta n d a r d s  f o r  F o o d s  i n  S c h o o ls }  T h is  

a c t io n  w o u ld  e s s e n t ia l ly  e l im in a t e  th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  f o o d s  a n d  b e v e r a g e s  l o w  i n  n u t r i t i o n a l  v a lu e  

a n d  h i g h  i n  c a lo r ie s ,  f a t ,  s o d iu m ,  a n d  a d d e d  s u g a rs .

Strategy 8: Promote high quality health education and physical education.

S ta te s  c a n  ra is e  th e  p r o f i l e  o f  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  a n d  h e a l t h  e d u c a t io n ,  i n c lu d in g  n u t r i t i o n  e d u c a t io n ,  b y  

h o ld i n g  s c h o o ls  a c c o u n ta b le  f o r  s tu d e n t  p e r f o r m a n c e  i n  th e s e  s u b je c ts .  T h e  f o l l o w i n g  a re  s o m e  

a p p r o a c h e s  s ta te s  m ig h t  t a k e :

•  D e v e lo p  a n d  d is s e m in a te  s ta n d a r d s ,  c u r r i c u lu m  f r a m e w o r k s ,  a n d / o r  c u r r i c u lu m  g u id e l in e s  i n

th e s e  s u b je c t  a re a s .

•  E n c o u r a g e  s c h o o l  d is t r ic t s  t o  e n g a g e  i n  r ig o r o u s  c u r r i c u lu m  a n a ly s is  p r o c e s s e s ,  u s in g  t o o l s  s u c h  

a s  C D C ’ s P h y s i c a l  E d u c a t i o n  C u r r i c u l u m  A n a ly s is  T o o l  ( P E C A T )

( h t t p : / / w w w . c d c . g o v / H e a l t h y Y o u t h / P E C A T / in d e x . h t m )  a n d  H e a l t h  E d u c a t i o n  C u r r i c u l u m  

A n a ly s is  T o o l  ( H E C A T )  ( h t t p : / / w w w . c d c . g o v / H e a l t h v Y o u t h / H E C A T / i n d e x . h t m ) .

•  I n c lu d e  h e a l t h  e d u c a t io n  a n d  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  i n  s t a t e w id e  s tu d e n t  a s s e s s m e n t  s y s te m s .

•  I n c lu d e  p r o f i c i e n c y  i n  h e a l t h  e d u c a t io n  a n d  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n  o n  s c h o o l  e v a lu a t io n s  is s u e d  o r  

r e q u i r e d  b y  s ta te  e d u c a t io n  a g e n c ie s .

Strategy 9: Support student participation in high quality school meal programs.

S tu d e n t  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  m e a l  p r o g r a m s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  b r e a k fa s t ,  h a s  b e e n  s h o w n  t o  b e  a s s o c ia te d  w i t h  

im p r o v e d  s tu d e n t  f u n c t i o n in g  o n  a  b r o a d  r a n g e  o f  p s y c h o s o c ia l  a n d  a c a d e m ic  m e a s u re s .  T o  in c r e a s e  th e  

n u m b e r  o f  c h i l d r e n  w h o  p a r t i c ip a t e  i n  s c h o o l  m e a l  p r o g r a m s  in c l u d i n g  b r e a k fa s t ,  s ta te s  c a n —

•  P r o v id e  f r e e  b r e a k fa s ts  t o  a l l  e l i g i b le  s tu d e n ts  a n d ,  i f  f u n d in g  is  a v a i la b le ,  t o  th e  e n t i r e  s tu d e n t

b o d y .

•  P r o v id e  t e c h n ic a l  a s s is ta n c e  a n d  m in i - g r a n t s  t o  t r a i n  f o o d s e r v ic e  p e r s o n n e l  o n  p r e p a r in g  a n d  

s e r v in g  n u t r i t i o u s  m e a ls  t h a t  a p p e a l  t o  s tu d e n ts  a t  s c h o o ls  w i t h  l o w  ra te s  o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e i r  

m e a l  p r o g r a m s .

•  H e lp  s c h o o ls  a n a ly z e  a n d  o v e r c o m e  b a r r ie r s  r e la te d  t o  t im e  a n d  s p a c e  a v a i la b le  f o r  s c h o o l  m e a l

p r o g r a m s .

•  U s e  m a r k e t in g  s t r a te g ie s  t o  p r o m o t e  in c r e a s e d  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  s c h o o l  m e a l  p r o g r a m s .

Strategy 7: Set nutrition standards for foods and beverages offered in schools.

'Institute o f Medicine. Nutrition Standards for Foods in Schools: Leading the Way Toward Healthier Youth. 
Stallings VA , Yaktine AL, eds. Washington, DC: National Academies Press; 2007.
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http://www.cdc.gov/HealthyYouth/PECAT/index.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/HealthyYouth/HECAT/index.htm


Strategy 10: Support opportunities for students to engage in physical activity and 
consume healthier foods.

B e y o n d  p h y s ic a l  e d u c a t io n ,  h e a l t h  e d u c a t io n ,  a n d  th e  s c h o o l  m e a l  p r o g r a m ,  s c h o o ls  c a n  g iv e  s tu d e n ts  

m a n y  o p p o r t u n i t ie s  t o  p r a c t ic e  th e  s k i l l s  t h e y  le a r n  t h a t  le a d  t o  p o s i t i v e  b e h a v io r s .  S ta te s  c a n  c re a te  th e s e  

o p p o r t u n i t ie s  i n  th e  f o l l o w i n g  w a y s :

•  R e q u i r e  r e g u la r l y  s c h e d u le d  re c e s s  f o r  e le m e n t a r y  s c h o o l  s tu d e n ts .

•  P r o v id e  g r a n ts  a n d  t e c h n ic a l  a s s is ta n c e  t o  h e lp  s c h o o ls  im p le m e n t  h i g h  q u a l i t y  re c e s s ,  i n t r a m u r a l  

s p o r ts  p r o g r a m s ,  a f t e r - s c h o o l  p h y s ic a l  a c t i v i t y  c lu b s ,  a n d  c a m p a ig n s  t o  e n c o u r a g e  w a l k i n g  t o  a n d  

f r o m  s c h o o l .

•  P r o v id e  g r a n ts  a n d  t e c h n ic a l  a s s is ta n c e  t o  h e lp  s c h o o ls  d is t r ib u t e  f r u i t s  a n d  v e g e ta b le s  a s  s n a c k s  

d u r i n g  th e  s c h o o l  d a y  b y  s e t t in g  u p  f a r m - t o - s c h o o l  p r o g r a m s ,  o f f e r i n g  s a la d  b a rs ,  a n d  p la n t in g  

s c h o o l  g a rd e n s .

P r e p a r e d  b y  th e  D i v i s i o n  o f  A d o le s c e n t  a n d  S c h o o l  H e a l t h ,  N a t i o n a l  C e n t e r  f o r  C h r o n i c  D is e a s e  

P r e v e n t io n  a n d  H e a l t h  P r o m o t io n ,  C e n t e r s  f o r  D is e a s e  C o n t r o l  a n d  P r e v e n t io n
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