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Iguess we should take pride in the fact that society tradition-
ally turns to schools to help fix many of its ills and 

concerns. It’s a responsibility that we accept, but not without
misgivings. 

Principals have become used to explaining to communi-
ties that schools are being required to do more and more,
often with less and less in the way of resources and support,
at a time when the fundamental job of
educating children is more challeng-
ing than ever. So it came as no surprise
when the public health issue of na-
tional obesity, particularly the growing
problem of childhood obesity, focused
attention on schools as the prime
arena for a solution.

So, how do we respond? We have to
think seriously about what’s within our
reach and what’s out of our hands. 

We believe the momentum for a
strong response to this issue provides
an opportunity for schools to play an
important role in promoting and im-
proving children’s fitness and health.
But schools can’t do it alone.

Balancing Priorities 
The health of children is hardly a new issue for principals.

Coming to school ready to learn is a familiar mantra, and
part of being ready to learn is for children to get good nutri-
tion and regular health care so that they are able to attend
school regularly and make the most of their time in the
classroom. 

In our new book, Leading Early Childhood Learning Commu-
nities: What Principals Should Know and Be Able to Do, NAESP
promotes the idea of school readiness as a comprehensive
concept that includes health and nutrition. We also note
that pre-K programs need to incorporate adequate time for
children to be physically active. 

As we teach children about the importance of healthy
lifestyles, we must be sure that we achieve a proper balance
in meeting their emotional, social, and physical needs at
every grade level. Those issues, along with academic devel-
opment, need to be considered when we talk about curricu-
lum and what the school day should look like.

We have to be careful that in the rush to improve test

scores we don’t begin to take away activities like recess and
physical education that provide an active lifestyle for young-
sters. We have to make sure that teaching is explicit about
what constitutes good nutrition, and make sure that chil-
dren understand that hours playing video games can’t come
at the expense of active informal or organized play. 

For our part, we are encouraging schools to provide
more nutritious choices in their lunch-
rooms, and we are working closely
with the vending machine industry 
to provide healthy choices of snacks
and beverages.

Leading the Community
Beyond what principals can do in

their schools, there are other facets 
of the national health issue that they
can address in their capacity as commu-
nity leaders. They can be a major force
in pulling community agencies and
parents together to focus on such
health issues as obesity and the impor-
tance of diet and exercise. In doing so
at the community level, it might be
helpful for principals to avoid dwelling

on terms like “national epidemic” and to frame the issue in
local and achievable terms. 

Get to know the key players at community agencies 
and team with local health officials, particularly those 
providing school-related health services. In an effort like
this, principals can have a leading voice in community 
coalitions that can include a broad cross-section of parents
and children.

A Role for Everyone
Finally, while we can lead in our schools and communi-

ties, we must also be straightforward in conceding that 
children’s health and fitness is an issue that must receive
support from the larger society and involve parents and
children making smarter choices. We need to be clear that
everyone has a role to play and that on the national level,
principals can only be role players. Still, we should never 
diminish how meaningful our role and our leadership can
be. It’s the reason why society looks to schools and their
leaders in times of trouble. p

P O S T S C R I P T VINCENT L .  FERRANDINO,  NAESP EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

“...Part of being ready 

to learn is for children 

to get good nutrition 

and regular health care 

so that they are able 

to attend school 

regularly and make 

the most of their time 

in the classroom.”

The Healthy Child:
A Challenge for
Everyone



Lessons they learn at an early age can stay with 

them throughout their lives. That’s why the President’s

Challenge offers programs just for educators. So you

can bring out the best in your students. From the

traditional Physical Fitness Test to the all-new

Presidential Champions Program, we have something

that will motivate your students to be more active.

The

starts with you.
President’s Challenge

Give students 
a Challenge
and they’ll rise
to meet it.

www.presidentschallenge.org
The President’s Challenge is a program of the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

www.fitness.gov

The President’s Challenge
Physical Activity and Fitness Awards Program

501 N. Morton Street, Suite 203 •  Bloomington, IN 47404

1-800-258-8146

Become a 50th 

anniversary partner! 

Go to our Web site to 

find out how:

www.presidentschallenge.org



Solution Tree (formerly National Educational Service) www.solution-tree.com

Visit us online at www.solution-tree.com or call 800.733.6786 today to find out more.

THE BEST MAKEOVERS
LEAVE THE MOST
IMPORTANT QUALITIES

UNTOUCHED.

National Educational Service is proud to announce that we are now Solution Tree.
Yes, we’ve changed our name, but not what’s really important.

We are still the home of Professional Learning Communities at WorkTM, leading educational
institutes and summits, and a world-class variety of on-site professional development 
workshops for educators and administrators. We continue to publish and represent some 
of the best and the brightest authors and practitioners in education: Rick DuFour, Bob Eaker,
Becky DuFour, Larry Brendtro, Lee Canter, Anne Conzemius, Rick Curwin, Michael Fullan,
Larry Lezotte, Cheri Lovre, Allen Mendler, Jan O'Neill, Mike Schmoker, Dennis Sparks, 
Rick Stiggins, and more. Visit us online at www.solution-tree.com to check out our array 
of offerings relating to school improvement and youth at risk.
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