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“Will Georgia Candidates Support School Nurses?”

A Key Missed Question in 2010 Campaign
BRUNSWICK, GA - Georgia ranks 45th in the nation when it comes to the ratio of school nurses to students, and 2011 state funding is likely to hinge on who wins this year’s elections for governor, lieutenant governor, Georgia school superintendent and state legislative races. Yet not many people have asked Georgia’s candidates if they support these key caretakers of our children’s well-being. 


Georgia has one full-time school nurse per every 2,317 students. That’s only one third of the recommendation of one full-time school nurse for every 750 well students and more for special needs kids, urged by the National Association of School Nurses (NASN) and Healthy People 2010.

Georgia’s children also rank a dismal 42nd in overall well-being among the 50 states, according to a recent national study. More than 300,000 Georgia children are uninsured, meaning that a school nurse may be the only health professional they see.


“A school nurse is the only consistent contact that millions of children have with a health care professional, yet many Georgia schools lack a full-time registered nurse,” said Lisa Byrns, president of the Georgia Association of School Nurses (GASN). “A growing body of research indicates that school nurses—when present every day—advance the twin goals of improving health and educational outcomes. Healthy students are successful learners.”

GASN leaders had the opportunity to pose questions to Joe Martin, Democratic candidate for Georgia state school superintendent, on a conference call on Friday, October 22, as well as to talk with him about the crucial role that school nurses play in children’s heath and education. 
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Georgia’s budget currently stipulates that $27.1 million be divided among the state’s 1900 schools to provide school nurse services. About $14,263 per school covers less than one third of the average salary to employ a registered nurse, requiring systems that wish to employ a full-time nurse in every school to supplement state funds with alternate funding resources, such as local taxes or Medicaid funds, Byrns said.


Faced with budget strains due to the recession, more counties have been forced to cut nurses in the past year and assign nurse responsibilities to less qualified, unlicensed individuals including teachers and staff, she added. The initial fiscal year 2009 state budget proposed by Governor Sonny Purdue removed all funding for school nurse programs, although the amount was restored after a public outcry.


“We can’t just say we’re going to do certain things without providing the support to make that possible; $30 million was never enough to begin with, so any time someone talks about cutting that amount is also talking about not providing that service,” said Martin, who served on the team that originally recommended state funding for school nurses.


Martin added that he would be in favor of re-evaluating the $30 million school nurse budget number, which has stayed the same since 2000, to compensate for inflation and better help districts meet this important responsibility to children’s health. The number of Georgia’s school children with chronic conditions such as type I diabetes and asthma is at record levels.

Martin also indicated he would support creating a state school nurse specialist position at the Georgia Department of Education who could provide leadership for setting guidelines for school nurse numbers and responsibilities, as well as making children’s health a priority in Georgia. Martin is not opposed to seeking federal funds to ensure Georgia has sufficient school nurses, he said.

Requests by GASN for a similar dialogue with John Barge and Kira Willis, the Republican and Libertarian candidates for school superintendent, have not, thus far, received any response.
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The Georgia Association of School Nurses (GASN) was organized in 1991 to unite school nurses committed to providing quality health care services to school children. GASN remains dedicated to promoting excellence in school health through its continued education programs and advocacy. For more information, visit www.gasn.org. 
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