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My name is Eric Weltman, and I’m the Deputy Director for Advocacy and Policy for the Massachusetts Public Health Association.  We appreciate the opportunity to testify today.  We also appreciate the leadership of Chairman Moore and Representative Flanagan in introducing legislation to ensure adequate school nurses services.

MPHA is a statewide membership organization dedicated to expanding access to health care, preventing disease and injury, and ensuring the health of our communities, workplaces, and environment.

MPHA recognizes the role that schools play in protecting and promoting the health of our children.  Massachusetts schools should be healthy schools – where kids learn in a safe environment, develop good habits, and have access to health care and preventative health services.

Our organization is a leading advocate for funding for school health services in the state budget and for legislation to prevent childhood obesity through good nutrition in schools.  MPHA also supports legislation to increase physical education and to require safer cleaning products in schools.

Providing quality health services at school for students – as well as staff – is good health and good education policy.  School health programs keep students in school and adults at work.  The data proves this: In Massachusetts, 88.8 percent of students seen by a school nurse return to class.

School nurses provide much more than bandages for skinned knees.  Both the nature and number of school health services has changed dramatically in recent years.  For thousands of uninsured and under-insured children, schools are their major source of primary health care, as well as a link to other services and programs, such as MassHealth.

Most striking, though, is the rapid rise in the number of children coming to school with chronic health problems that require special care.  There has been a major increase in asthma, allergies, and diabetes among children, as well as more children with special needs being “mainstreamed.”
The opportunities for preventing disease and injury at school are as important as the need for health care.  For all children, regardless of insurance status, schools are a prime location to receive preventative care, from vaccines to health information.  Schools are often where mental health and substance abuse problems are identified and addressed.  School health services are also part of our front-line defense against communicable diseases, such as the flu.
Therefore, MPHA fully supports this legislation, as well as the staffing ratios recommended in an April 1998 legislative report – that is, one full-time equivalent nurse in each building with 250 to 500 students, along with an additional 0.1 FTE for each additional 50 students.

At the same time, MPHA understands the financial challenges facing our schools and communities.  We believe that the state should increase its financial support for school health.  MPHA also supports both closing corporate tax loopholes and the Municipal Partnership Act to provide the resources necessary to protect our children’s health.
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