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It's gut-check time for body mass index testing

Texas lawmakers keep close eye on Arkansas schools' disputed formula
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WARREN, ARK. - High school football player Chris Norton looks strong and fit. He's 6-foot-4, weighs 230 pounds and his stomach is flat. Nothing jiggles when this 17-year-old defensive lineman chases quarterbacks.

Except, the state says he's fat.

To combat childhood obesity, state lawmakers last year ordered every school in the state to record the height and weight of each student to determine body mass index. The fat-finding formula didn't become controversial until the state concluded nearly 40 percent of Arkansas children were overweight.

But an Arkansas lawmaker already has filed a bill to rescind his state's program, which could alter the debate on a recent proposal in Texas to introduce a similar BMI initiative.

Like other critics of the plan, Republican state Sen. Kim Hendren says constituents tell him that Arkansas' plan to fight fat is intrusive and a waste of time. Though proponents admit BMI testing isn't perfect, they insist it's one way to counter students who rely on fast food and little exercise.

Chris remembers laughing about the letter from the state last June warning his parents that his BMI score suggested he was overweight and at risk for health problems. But fat or fit, plenty of other Arkansas parents and children were outraged when their letters arrived — even though they'd signed permission slips to allow officials to measure their children.

The push to make Arkansas children lean, mean, learning machines is a passion for Republican Gov. Mike Huckabee, who had a personal epiphany in recent years when he was told he had diabetes. He lost 105 pounds, and started focusing on the weight-related health problems of his largely rural constituents.

State preaches patience

In Warren, a town of about 7,000 in southeast Arkansas, the popular lunch spot is a country diner with big burgers and gravy-laden blue plate specials. When Chris wolfs down his burger and fries, he's only following his coaches' orders — bulk up. He also spends four days a week lifting weights. 

"Work out hard and eat — that's the best advice they give you," Chris said between mouthfuls. "I've been doing both."

When the program started, nearly 70 percent of Arkansas parents surveyed said they were "comfortable" with the program. But there has been no survey after the state sent letters to parents with children considered overweight.

As another round of fat-checking begins, critics like Hendren say the state still doesn't have a plan to use the data it is collecting.

Martha Hiett, chairwoman of the state's Child Health Advisory Committee, asks for patience. Schools have only begun to set up committees to oversee students' nutrition and physical activity standards. They want to work with parents on both issues, she said.

"We've worked very hard and the body mass index has moved us along to awareness that these are serious issues," Hiett said. "Winning people over, accepting these issues and that we can do something about it — it has to be a multifaceted approach. It takes time."

In Texas, state Sen. Leticia Van de Putte, D-San Antonio, introduced legislation last month that would require schools to record students' body mass index and send the results home with report cards.

But critics including state Sen. John Whitmire, D-Houston, immediately dismissed Van de Putte's proposal as "too much government."

Irate parents

When the BMI letters began to arrive at homes in Warren, Ark., Marilyn Johnson, principal of the 500-student Eastside Elementary School, got an earful from parents. People cornered her at the grocery store and at her son's baseball games to complain. 

Johnson, the state's Principal of the Year, knows overweight children exist in her school. She says she understands the intent of the law.

"But realistically, I'm not sure it has had the effect they were looking for," she said.

The state also ordered Arkansas elementary schools to get rid of vending machines and junk food. But it hasn't affected what Johnson sees children bring in their lunch bags. A lot of those meals consist of chips and a candy bar, she said.

Acknowledging flaws

The letter that went home to Chris' parents didn't mention it, but experts acknowledge body mass indexing is not an accurate measurement for heavily muscled athletes. The state put together a BMI information kit that included that explanation — but it was made available only on request, and after the letters were mailed to parents. 

Chris' high school principal told his parents that the BMI testing had produced a lot of "false positives," such as his.

Hiett said the statewide body mass indexing was never intended to be a diagnosis — just a screening tool for parents designed to alert them to potential problems. The letters that go out to parents this year will have more information.

"I think people get caught up on the accuracy of this," she said.

Chris' mother, Arkansas State Teachers Association Director Karen Norton, said teachers and school administrators have complained that the state has spent time and money measuring the students for fat when the state faces more critical school issues.

"It takes people away from their normal jobs," she said. "While I don't disagree with educating kids on a healthy lifestyle and good eating, I do think (this) is wrong."

The House education committee has yet to consider Hendren's bill to quash statewide BMI testing. But he says response has been strong since he filed it.

So even though Hendren helped the Senate pass the BMI law passed unanimously, he wants to erase the law.

"I think legislators ought to be big enough to admit it when we make a mistake."

