
This project was sponsored by a grant from the Center 
for Rural Pennsylvania, a legislative agency of the Pennsyl-
vania General Assembly. 

The Center for Rural Pennsylvania is a bipartisan, bicam-
eral legislative agency that serves as a resource for rural 
policy within the Pennsylvania General Assembly. It was 
created in 1987 under Act 16, the Rural Revitalization Act, to 

promote and sustain the vitality of Pennsylvania’s rural and small communities. 
Information contained in this report does not necessarily reflect the views of individual board members or the 

Center for Rural Pennsylvania. For more information, contact the Center for Rural Pennsylvania, 625 Forster St., 
Room 902, Harrisburg, PA 17120, (717) 787-9555, info@rural.palegislature.us, www.rural.palegislature.us. 

Executive Summary 

Analysis of Obesity Rates for School Children

in Pennsylvania

By: Shailendra Gajanan, Ph.D., and Lisa Fiorentino, Ph.D., RN,
University of Pittsburgh-Bradford

June 2019

This research tracked childhood obesity rates 
in rural and urban Pennsylvania public school 
districts over the 10-year period of 2005-2016, 
using data from the Pennsylvania Departments 
of Education and Health, and the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau. The research compared historical 
trends in childhood obesity at the district level 
with various socio-economic variables, such 
as education, income, and employment, and 
various school district factors, such as PSSA 
scores and participation in the free and reduced 
school lunch programs, to identify any relation-
ships between those indicators and obesity rates 
among Pennsylvania public school students. 

The researchers also surveyed school district 
personnel to learn how their districts are ad-
dressing the obesity/overweight issue among 
students. 

The key findings are:
• The percent of overweight students and 

students who are at-risk of being overweight 
in Pennsylvania has been somewhat steady 

at 32.6 percent, on average, over the study 
period. On average, 17 percent of students are 
overweight and 15.7 percent of students are 
at-risk of being overweight.

• The percent of students in grades K-6 who are 
overweight and at-risk of being overweight 
mimics the overall trend, with averages of 17.6 
percent in the overweight category, and 16 
percent in the at-risk category.

• The percent of overweight students in grades 
7-12 is greater than the overall trend, at about 
19 percent, on average. The percent of stu-
dents in grades 7-12 who are at-risk of be-
ing overweight is around 17 percent. Almost 
36 percent of students in these higher grade 
levels are either overweight or at-risk of being 
overweight.

• The percent of rural students in grades K-6 
who are overweight consistently exceeded 
those in urban districts by at least 3 percent-
age points. Over the 10-year study period, 
about 19 percent of rural students and 16 
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percent of urban students, on average, are over-
weight.

• The percent of overweight students in rural 
school districts in grades 7-12 also consistently 
exceeded those in urban districts by at least 4 
percentage points. On average, about 21 per-
cent of rural students and 17 percent of urban 
students in these grades are overweight.

• These results indicate that youth obesity is an 
important issue in Pennsylvania, particularly 
among rural students, and rural students in 
grades 7-12.

• Overall, lower educational attainment levels, 
lower employment rates, lack of health insur-
ance, and poverty status among adults are key 
economic variables that are positively associat-
ed with youth overweight status. The incidence 
of youth overweight status declines as family 
income increases.

• Other variables that are positively associated 
with youth obesity, especially in urban districts, 
are the percentage of families receiving public 
cash assistance and SNAP benefits, and the per-
centage of students participating in the free and 
reduced lunch programs. 

• Pennsylvania school officials who responded 
to the research survey said they are aware of 
the issue of youth obesity, and many schools 
have adopted U.S. Department of Agriculture 
and Pennsylvania Department of Education 
vending machine guidelines and menu-labeling 
systems. These schools also encourage student 
activity and undertake partnerships with local 
community health groups and related networks 
to increase awareness and help students make 
healthy choices.

The Center for Rural Pennsylvania 
Board of Directors

Chairman
Senator Gene Yaw

Vice Chairman
Representative Garth D. Everett

Secretary
Dr. Nancy Falvo, Clarion University

of Pennsylvania

Treasurer
Stephen M. Brame

Governor’s Representative

Senator Katie J. Muth

Representative Eddie Day Pashinski

Dr. Michael A. Driscoll
Indiana University of Pennsylvania

Dr. Lawrence Feick
University of Pittsburgh

Dr. Stephan J. Goetz
Northeast Regional Center for

Rural Development

Dr. Timothy Kelsey
Pennsylvania State University

Darrin Youker
Governor’s Representative

The Center for Rural Pennsylvania
625 Forster St., Room 902

Harrisburg, PA 17120
(717) 787-9555

www.rural.palegislature.us
1P0619 – 350


