











Figure 1. Rate of Chronic Student Absenteeism in Munson Healthcare Charlevoix Hospital School Nurse Program
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expedite the needed care or treatment. It
is the school-based program’s symbiotic
relationship with the community hospital
that promptly links key players in students’
care, helping to keep children in school.

The MHCH School Nurse Program
embraces the fact that not all schools are
identical and the nurses are encouraged
to design programs that meet the
individual needs of their specific school.
As a result, two MHCH school nurses
serve on the intermediate school district’s
suicide prevention task force and
facilitate school and community outreach
programs. Another nurse has certified
approximately 100 school personnel and
over 550 students in cardiopulmonary
resuscitation (CPR) and automatic
external defibrillator (AED) training. It is
a goal of the program for all graduating
seniors to be CPR certified.

In addition, one nurse has been
awarded school garden and “Farm to
School” grants that have transformed the
school’s lunch menu from “heat and
serve” to “farm to table” style. The menu
resembles that of a fine restaurant, rather
than a school cafeteria, utilizing local
farms and orchards. For example,
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students are still offered pizza every
Friday, but it is made with homemade
whole wheat crust and healthy toppings.
A “Safe Routes to School” grant was also
awarded in 2013 from the Center for
Safe Routes to School through the
Michigan Department of Transportation.
As a result, a walking school bus
program was established in the
community and sidewalks will be added
in the spring of 2016, facilitating children
safely walking to school. See Figure 2
for a summary of school nurse activities.

While the MHCH School Nurse
Program has reduced absenteeism
among participating schools, MHCH
School 8, a charter school with a 66%
free and reduced lunch rate, has seen a
dramatic 32% decrease in chronic
absenteeism rates, highlighting the vital
role nurses have among the most
vulnerable children and adolescents.
Figure 3 shows the decrease in chronic
absenteeism rates from 2009-2010 to
2013-2014 for this charter school.

In this school, the nurse is present only
one day per week and focuses on the
highest priority needs of students. Basic
hygiene such as hand soap in the
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bathrooms, toothbrushes and toothpaste,
deodorant, and other personal care items
were identified as a need and are being
provided. Winter coats, mittens, hats,
snow pants, and boots are supplied for
those in need. In many cases, scarce or
no parental involvement makes sending a
child home with a medical concern
difficult as many families have no
transportation or identified medical home.
This school has had an increase in
community referrals since the arrival of
the school nurse. The nurse offers
consistency and serves as the case
manager for the health care needs of the
students. When referrals were initiated
previously, there was sporadic follow-up.
The nurse not only provides professional
assessment skills, but is there to oversee
care as the student progresses from one
grade to the next. In one instance, the
nurse assessed occupational and speech
therapy needs which had previously been
overlooked. She initiated the referral
process, coordinated care conferences,
and provided case management. She
educated the teachers regarding updated
plans of care and student progress,
facilitating the transition from one



Figure 2. Munson Healthcare Charlevoix Hospital School Nurse Program—School Nurse Activities
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classroom to the next. All of these efforts
have contributed to improved student
attendance at this school.

Implications

Solving the problem of chronic student
absenteeism is essential to ensure that all
children and adolescents reach their full
educational potential. The recent
establishment of Every Student, Every
Day: A Community Toolkit to Address
and Eliminate Chronic Absenteeism by
the U.S. Departments of Education,
Health and Human Services, Housing
and Urban Development, and Justice
(2015) underscores that this is a national
priority. This new initiative is also
fundamental for the Grad Nation
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campaign, which has set the goal of
increasing high school graduation rates
in the United States to 90% by 2020
(www.everylgraduates.org).

School nurses are in an ideal position
to be at the forefront of these initiatives.
School nurses already decrease chronic
student absenteeism in a variety of ways
such as assisting families to access
health care providers and educating
parents, students, and staff on health
issues (NASN, 2015b). Although there is
some evidence that school nursing
contributes to lower absenteeism rates,
support for interventions specifically
targeting chronic absenteeism by school
nurses is lacking (Lineberry & Ickes,
2015). This feature article has

Downloaded from nas.sagepub.com by guest on May 23, 2016

4 N
COMMUNITY PROGRAMS

eHealth Department
(Immunizations ,flu clinics,
communicable disease
reporting)

eSuicide Prevention Task
Force/Anti-Bullying Programs

. 3 o

NUTRITION

eSchool Gardens (K-12)
eoFarm to School (K-12)
®MHCH Fit-4-Life for Kids:
Healthy new food tastings

contributed to the evidence that
demonstrates the importance of the
school nurse in reducing chronic student
absenteeism by providing an example of
a hospital-funded school nurse program.
Development of community
partnerships, such as the hospital-funded
school nursing program highlighted here,
not only can contribute to reduced
chronic absenteeism rates among
students, but also can provide a way for
hospital systems to validate their efforts
aimed at improving community health.
Recent mandates from the Affordable
Care Act (ACA) of 2010 require nonprofit
hospitals to demonstrate that they are
improving the health of their
communities to avoid stiff penalties. The

May 2016 | NASN School Nurse 183


www.every1graduates.org
http://nas.sagepub.com/

184

Figure 3. Rate of Chronic Student Absenteeism for Munson Healthcare Charlevoix Hospital School 8
Rate of Chronic Student Absenteeism — MHCH School 8
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MHCH school nurse program has proven
to be a valuable community benefit,
while at the same time helping to fulfill
ACA requirements. The focus of ACA on
preventative health has the potential to
benefit current students and fits well
with the mandate of school nursing
(Mattey, 2015). Increasing the number of
partnerships between schools and
hospital systems may prove to be a
useful method to demonstrate positive,
sustainable outcomes that ultimately
benefit children, families, and the
community as a whole.

Limitations

This article has some limitations. First,
while evidence suggests a link between
reduced chronic absenteeism rates and
the MHCH School Nurse Program, this
conclusion needs to be replicated in
future studies. Second, results of the
MHCH School Nurse program are limited
in generalizability given that they are
from a rural area in the state of Michigan.
Third, there may have been community
programs and services that were not
accounted for that contributed to reduced
chronic absenteeism rates in addition to
the MHCH School Nurse Program.
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Conclusion

Reduced chronic absenteeism is a
prime example of a sensitive outcome
measure that has the potential to validate
the vital role of school nurses,
particularly as school systems move away
from attendance rates and increase their
focus on absenteeism. Simply focusing
on student attendance does not provide
a complete picture of which students
and how many are frequently missing
school. Moving forward, school nurses
should develop innovative interventions
for targeting, tracking, and measuring
chronic absenteeism rates to build the
evidence for their role. When available,
school nurses can utilize state level data
to examine the rates of chronic
absenteeism in the schools they serve
compared to those without a school
nurse. School nurses should partner with
pediatricians, community politicians, and
local employers to create and implement
strategies to eliminate chronic
absenteeism. Communities, schools, and
nurses, working together on this
problem, can enhance health and
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learning among youth. Our nation’s
school children deserve nothing less. m
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