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Background: Public Health-Seattle & King County (PHSKC) in collaboration with the University of Washington Center for Public Health Nutrition, conducted a mail and web-based survey of school district policies related to physical activity and nutrition in King County. The purpose of the survey was to determine the types of policies related to nutrition and physical activity currently in place in King County School Districts.

Description of Survey:  We conducted a self-administered, mail survey of school district policies relevant to physical activity and nutrition in King County School Districts. The survey was also posted on the World Wide Web to allow respondents to answer on-line.

The survey relied heavily on questions developed by the Centers for Disease Control’s national School Health Policy and Programs Study (SHPPS). To tailor the SHPPS survey to King County districts, we collaborated with local experts on physical activity and nutrition policy to determine the final content of the survey. The majority of King County School Districts participated in both components of the survey, with 73% of districts completing the physical activity component and 89% of districts completing the nutrition component.  

Findings—School District Policy

Nutrition:  

Some King County school districts reported they have policies in place that address the goal of schools providing healthful foods and beverages, but there is room for improvement. For instance, 75% of the districts require or recommend that fruits and vegetables be offered a la carte during breakfast or lunch periods. About half of the districts are offering a variety of healthy choices during lunch (e.g., two or more of the following: entrees, vegetables, and fruits or 100% fruit juice). Only a little more than half (56%) of school districts have a policy to offer breakfast to all students. Half of all school districts reported having contracts with soft drink bottlers giving them exclusive rights to selling soft drinks in their district. Most school district food service coordinators/directors are certified by a Food Service Association, a professional group, or a state agency, but few (19%) have earned the School Food Service and Nutrition Specialist credential from the American School Food Service Association. Only two reported that they are registered dietitians, compared to 27% of food service coordinators/directors nationally.  

Physical Activity:  

A majority of school districts (60%) do not have a policy stating that each school will have someone to oversee or coordinate physical education. Almost all districts (80%) indicated that they have adopted a policy that elementary and middle/junior high schools in their district will teach physical education. All (100%) districts have adopted a policy stating that senior high schools will teach physical education. Instruction time varied from 40 to 100 minutes a week by district, with 60 minutes being the most common length of instruction (27%). Most districts (71%) have adopted a policy that requires or recommends that schools promote safe and active routes to school. Over half the districts indicated they have a policy stating that middle/junior high (57%) and high schools (60%) will include lifetime physical activities in their physical education programs.   
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In Summary:

Some King County school districts have instituted policies that address the goals of schools providing healthful food and beverages, and opportunities for physical activity, but there is room for improvement. King County school districts have the opportunity to evaluate and augment their nutrition and physical activity policies since the Washington State Legislature passed 

SSB 5436, which requires school boards to establish nutrition and physical activity policies by August, 2005. The survey results provide a baseline measure from which school districts can determine their progress toward policies that promote a healthy school environment for all students.  

Note: Many other district policies related to physical activity and nutrition were assessed in this survey. If you’re interested in the full report, please contact Sandy Ciske, Regional Health Officer, at 296-2791.  
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