January 21, 2016
Ms. Deborah Spitz
United States Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue SW
Room 3E306
Washington, DC 20202
Attention: ED-2015-OESE-0130
Subject: Request for information on implementation of the Every Student Succeeds Act
Dear Ms. Spitz:
The American Public Health Association (APHA) is a diverse community of public health
professionals who champion the health of all people and communities. At APHA, the Center for
School, Health and Education links the education and health communities to ensure that all
students – particularly those facing social inequities – are supported to graduate. The Center
promotes a number of public health strategies to reduce health-related risks to learning and
educational success. We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Department of
Education’s (the Department) implementation of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). When
issuing regulations on the school and community needs assessments ESSA requires,1 we urge the
Department to clarify that these needs assessments may include information about the health
status of students and the social determinants of health they encounter.
Health Affects Education
Health and educational attainment are linked. The evidence suggests that health has a large effect
on student educational outcomes.2 Not only does health contribute to academic success, but poor
health can hinder achievement in school.3 Likewise, education influences health throughout
the lifespan.4 Consequently, on time high school graduation is a key public health priority
identified by Healthy People 2020.5
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Student health is shaped by social determinants, like poverty, violence, and the school
environment. For example, students in low-income households, who are more likely to
experience health challenges from poverty and low income, are also more likely to drop out of
high school than children in high-income households.6 Poverty also negatively affects childhood
brain development, which has negative consequences throughout life.7 In school, children from
low-income households scored lower on standardized tests, and this can partially be explained by
decreased brain development.8 Additionally, according to the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation,
young people exposed to violence, “are more likely to have poor educational outcomes and
lower educational attainment.”9
The Value of Including Health in Needs Assessments
For many students, health needs are educational needs. Providing comprehensive assessments of
student health risks and needs can be used to plan intervention and prevention strategies at both
the student and school level. By including health in needs assessments, states, communities, and
schools have more information to improve educational outcomes and develop strategies to
respond to the influences that derail educational success.
Just as health is not determined solely in the doctor’s office, educational outcomes are not
determined solely in schools. Needs assessments that consider social determinants of health
present in the community can help school administrators identify issues they may not have been
aware of and would enable them to determine the strategies required to reverse or reduce the
trends indicated in the assessment. It would also help them to identify community resources to
support their efforts. The needs assessment would also help schools determine whether to
implement policies that support student health. A closer examination of how the school
environment affects student health, for example, might arise from a needs assessment. Or, a
decision to have a school-based health center that can offer primary care and preventive services
to students in a way that does not remove them from school might be precipitated by an
assessment.
Research indicates that school environment, including the rules and policies it operates under, is
a social determinant of health.10 Factors like health programs and education provided, the
physical surroundings of the school, school climate, school connectedness, and disciplinary
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policies all contribute to student health.11 Including guidance for health needs assessments in
ESSA could assist schools and districts in considering each of these from a different lens and
could facilitate looking beyond their walls to form cross-sector partnerships dedicated to
improving both educational outcomes and health.
There are resources available to support states, communities, and schools in including health in
needs assessments. For example, APHA uses a tool designed by the University of Michigan to
assess student health risks, behaviors, and the social determinants of health they face. The
Department should make these resources available to states, communities, schools as they
conduct their needs assessments
Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments. APHA looks forward to working with you
to ensure that ESSA is implemented with the health and education of all students as a priority.
Sincerely,

Terri D. Wright, PhD, MPH
Director, Centers for Public Health Policy & School, Health and Education
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