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A few years ago, when 
East Penn School 
District alerted 
parents whose 
children were at 
risk for obe-
sity, the media 
dubbed the effort 
“the fat letter.” 
Today, all Penn-
sylvania schools 
use the same tool 
that East Penn uses 
to track students’ 
growth patterns—the body mass 
index (BMI). East Penn’s success 
in making its students healthier 
provides vindication from the 
media’s misrepresentation: With 
the introduction of walking clubs 
and healthier foods, the district 
has seen a 2.86 percent drop in 

BMI results.
 Pennsylvania’s Depart-

ment of Health last year 
mandated that schools, 

which for years have 
measured students’ 
heights and weights, 

use this data to com-
pute students’ BMI. 
The department 
also mandated that 
screening results 
be reported to all 
parents, not just to 
those whose child’s 
BMI is high. Penn-
sylvania Advocates 
for Nutrition and 
Activity (PANA), a 
Penn State Outreach 

unit dedicated to sup-
porting healthy eating and activ-

Fleetwood 
Elementary 
School 
students 
participate 
in Walk to 
School Day.

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f P
en

ns
yl

va
ni

a 
Ad

vo
ca

te
s 

fo
r 

N
ut

rit
io

n 
an

d 
Ac

tiv
ity

Tools in Obesity Prevention
.....................................................................

ity in schools and communities, 
partnered with the department  
to create a Growth Screening 
Communications Kit, with sample 
letters and tips from school  
nurses, to help schools  
communicate BMI information  
to parents.
 PANA also works with faculty 
and Cooperative Extension educa-
tors across the state to improve 
children’s eating habits and in-
crease physical activities; there are 
1,133 schools currently enrolled 
in PANA’s Keystone Healthy Zone 
Schools program to help schools 
make healthy changes that sup-
port reductions in BMI.
 This summer, PANA will begin 
developing a campaign to in-
spire students to create their own 
health-related activities.  

Women and Pregnancy
For many years, health professionals believed prenatal care was the answer to 
ensuring healthy babies, but the problem of preterm and low-birth-weight 
babies continues to grow.
 That’s why Dr. Carol Weisman, professor of health evaluation sciences and 
obstetrics and gynecology at the Penn State College of Medicine, with funding 
from the Pennsylvania Department of Health, organized a team from Penn State 
and external institutions to study the health of central Pennsylvania women 
and design a way to improve pregnancy outcomes by ensuring that women are 
healthier when they become pregnant.
 Central Pennsylvania was selected for the study because it has received 
little attention in prior research. Although people may assume that women in 
rural areas have fewer health problems, the survey of 2,600 women revealed 
that women in central Pennsylvania have similar risks for adverse pregnancy 
outcomes as women in other areas. Health problems before pregnancy can lead 
to premature birth and low-birth-weight babies, which can cause infant death or 
long-term health problems in the babies.
 The team used the survey results to plan an intervention program for women, 
ages 18 to 35 who are not pregnant but may become pregnant in the future. 
Organizers are recruiting 1,000 women to participate in the test of this program. 
So far, more than 150 women have participated in educational sessions focusing 
on nutrition, physical activity, effects of alcohol and tobacco use, and stress 
management.  

Carol Weisman (left) 
and Marianne Hillemeier 
are leading a central 
Pennsylvania study to 
improve women’s health.
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