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Mississippi schools focus on maintaining healthy school environments
Have you ever wondered how much air quality, energy efficiency or the general appearance of a school district's facilities affect student performance?

Research indicates all of these can have a significant impact, from increasing attentiveness in class to replacing bad attitudes with more positive outlooks, all of which usually translate in to higher test scores. 

When it comes to maintaining healthy school environments - which the month of October has been dedicated to spotlighting at the Mississippi Department of Education's Office of Healthy Schools (OHS) - Mississippi school districts are on the forefront. One district has even won a national award for their efforts this year.  

Amory School District was awarded the 2008 Great Start Award by the Environmental Protection Agency for using the Healthy School Environments Assessment Tool (HealthySEAT) Program in order to reduce the number of idling buses near entrances, measure mold content in facilities and inspect playground equipment. HealthySEAT is a customizable software program that schools are encouraged to use to evaluate and manage environmental, safety and health issues.

Amory Middle School was also recently featured in Health Magazine, tying for second place in a Top 10 List of America's Healthiest Schools for its above-and-beyond emphasis on fitness. To view the article visit http://living.health.com/2008/09/02/healthiest-schools-amory-middle/.

"Two of the issues we have concentrated on at the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE) are convincing students that they need to graduate and raising test scores so that our students are competitive across the nation," State Superintendent of Education Dr. Hank Bounds said. "If we want to achieve these things, we must include providing a positive environment in the discussion. On the brink of success, this one factor can be a decisive game-changer." 

On Nov. 12-14, training coordinated by OHS will be offered in the northern, central and southern parts of the state to district administrators and school leaders who are interested in learning more about programs such as HealthySEAT. Several other state agencies are co-sponsoring the training program called "Creating and Maintaining Healthy School Environments."

"There are lots of resources out there and part of our mission at the Office of Healthy Schools (OHS) is to make sure our school district leaders know what is available to them," OHS Director Shane McNeill said. "We believe that by sharing best practices, all of Mississippi's schools can create an environment that provides opportunities for students to be fit, healthy and ready to succeed."

Aside from the Amory School District's good news, some other recent success stories include:

- The development of 40 teacher lesson plans by OHS to promote safe routes to school through funding from the Mississippi Department of Transportation. These are available to all Mississippi teachers on the Health in Action database at http://activities.healthyschoolsms.org/.

- The addition of water dispensers in several schools, including East Kemper Elementary, in order to allow easy access to water for students.

In Amory, Superintendent Jim Sappington said that focusing on creating a healthy environment has made an undeniable difference in many areas.

"We're really just getting started, but we know that the healthier children are, the better they perform," Sappington said. "We have a responsibility to provide the safest, securest environment that we can for our students and we take that very seriously."

For more information on the Office of Healthy Schools, visit www.healthyschoolsms.org. For more information on EPA's HealthySEAT software, visit http://www.epa.gov/schools/healthyseat/.
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