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Who benefit from school doctors’ health
checks: a prospective study of a screening
method
Kirsi Nikander1,2* , Silja Kosola3,4, Minna Kaila5 and Elina Hermanson6

Abstract

Background: School health services provide an excellent opportunity for the detection and treatment of children
at risk of later health problems. However, the optimal use of school doctors’ skills and expertise remains unknown.
Furthermore, no validated method for screening children for school doctors’ assessments exists. The aims of the
study are 1) to evaluate the benefits or harm of school doctors’ routine health checks in primary school grades 1
and 5 (at ages 7 and 11) and 2) to explore whether some of the school doctors’ routine health checks can be
omitted using study questionnaires.
Methods: This is a prospective, multicenter observational study conducted in four urban municipalities in
Southern Finland by comparing the need for a school doctor’s assessment to the benefit gained from it. We
will recruit a random sample of 1050 children from 21 schools from primary school grades 1 and 5. Before
the school doctor’s health check, parents, nurses and teachers fill a study questionnaire to identify any
potential concerns about each child. Doctors, blinded to the questionnaire responses, complete an electronic
report after the appointment, including given instructions and follow-up plans. The child, parent, doctor and
researchers assess the benefit of the health check. The researchers compare the need for a doctor’s
appointment to the benefit gained from it. At one year after the health check, we will analyze the
implementation of the doctors’ interventions and follow-up plans.
Discussion: The study will increase our knowledge of the benefits of school doctors’ routine health checks
and assess the developed screening method. We hypothesize that targeting the health checks to the children
in greatest need would increase the quality of school health services.
Trial registration: ClinicalTrials.gov Identifier: NCT03178331, date of registration June 6 th 2017.

Keywords: Children, Student, Questionnaires, Screening, Health check, School health services

Background
School health services provide an excellent opportunity
for the detection and treatment of children and young
people at risk of later health problems [1]. Globally, the
organization, financing and the functions of school
health services vary significantly [2, 3]. According to a
recent systematic review, health promotion interventions
in schools have been effective in decreasing body mass

index, increasing physical activity levels, and decreasing
experiences of being bullied [4].

The optimal use of the school doctors’ skills and
expertise remains unknown. A systematic review in
the UK demonstrated that evidence is insufficient to
assess the effectiveness of either the routine or select-
ive school entry medical examination [5]. In a study
from the Netherlands, doctor’s assistants carried out
pre-assessments instead of all children being screened
by a nurse or a doctor. This triage approach resulted
in lower referral rates [6] and a cost reduction of
about one-third [7] compared with usual practice.
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