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School nurses in North Carolina have a rich history as vital partners to promote
educational access for all students. Their critical role highlights the
interdependency between health and learning. Students who are not healthy

cannot fully participate in their education, which can have lifelong implications.

As with all nurses, school nursing is regulated by the North Carolina Board
of Nursing. In North Carolina, a school nurse is defined as “a registered nurse
(RN) who provides population-based and individual health services through
an assignment to a designated permanent K-12 school(s).”! School nurses
are required to manage complex, often chronic student health needs, develop
individualized plans of care, and ensure compliance with state and federal
health regulations. By requiring an RN, North Carolina schools ensure they
have professionals that are prepared to independently assess the health needs
of students, address physical and mental health concerns, and reduce barriers
for students to access their education.! In the community-based practice
setting of schools, school nurses do not require regulation by another license
type due to their educational preparation. Other nursing license types may
also work in schools under the direction of an RN school nurse, since their
practice is not indeyendent and is required to be directed for them to operate
within their scope.

The complex nature of nursing activities required in a non-health care setting
uniquely sets school nursing apart as a highly skilled specialty. Having
established professional standards is essential for school nurses, as they
practice to the full extent of their licensure while collaborating with non-
nursing staft to integrate academic and health priorities for students. The
first national standards of school nurse practice were established in 1998.2
The School Nurse Professional Scope and Standards and local school nursing
protocols guide the school nurse specialty and are a mechanism for
accountability. As trusted health care providers in educational settings, school
nurses collaborate with other providers who write medical orders for students
to ensure their health needs are met during the school day. As these medical
orders are implemented, school nurses ensure the provided care is done in a
standardized, compliant manner. An inadequate school nurse workforce puts
this process in jeopardy. The potential consequences include negative student
well-being and adverse health outcomes, as well as putting school staff at risk.


https://doi.org/10.18043/001c.163607
https://doi.org/10.18043/001c.163607

Health as a Foundation for Learning

Table 1. North Carolina School Nurse Profile

Full-Time Nationally SN:

School Equivalent School Nurses with a BSN Certified School Student School Nurses Serving

Year (FTE) or Higher Nursing Degree Nurses Ratio More Than One School
2019-2020 1399 89% 56% 1:1007 44%
2020-2021 1511 89% 57% 1:890 52%
2021-2022 1630 86% 53% 1:833 N/A
2022-2023 1690 82% 47% 1:809 N/A
2023-2024 1598 86% 51% 1:834 59%
2024-2025 1555 86% 54% 1:876 51%

Table note. Data is from the North Carolina Annual School Health Services Report Brochures (2019-2025).

The scope of school nursing practice is consistent with RNs in all other
settings and is based on the same nursing fundamentals. The school nurse’s
role as a caregiver, advocate, educator, and problem solver has many parallels
to nursing practice in other specialties. The goal of school nursing is what
distinguishes the role from others and speaks to the uniqueness of practice.
For students to be healthy, engaged in their education, and able to reach
their full potential is the purpose of each school nurse.> As nurses, their
role has a holistic approach and is supported by the American Academy
of Pediatrics (AAP).* In their position statement, the AAP recognizes the
essential collaboration with school nurses to promote health and keep
students in school.# In addition to a coordinated approach with practitioners,
school nurses must also collaborate with school staff, families, and
communities to promote student health and learning.

School Nurse Workforce

Annually, school nurses submit workforce data as part of the North Carolina
Annual School Health Services surveys. Table 1 reflects the past six years,
including the 2019-2020 school year when the COVID-19 pandemic
impacted school closures in the spring of 2020. Despite the school year
ending early for public schools, the Annual School Health Services surveys
were submitted by school nurses as they have since 1996.> Of note, the
trends reflect additional funding related to the pandemic during specific years
in which there was an increase in the school nurse workforce. As a result,
the ratio between school nurses and students decreased. As these funds have
ended, the numbers are now trending in the reverse.® Charter school health
services data collection began in the 2021-2022 school year, with the first
report brochure published from 2022-2023 data.

Per the National Association of School Nurses (NASN), research supports
the benefits of students having access to a full-time school nurse. This
includes improved academic outcomes related to reduced chronic
absenteeism and an increase in graduation rates. School districts can benefit
from the cost savings aspect of employing school nurses. For every dollar
applied to the salary/benefits of a school nurse, over $2.00 is saved in health
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Table 2. 2024-2025 School Nurse/Student Encounter Outcomes

Outcomes Total = 3,041,073
Returned to class 2,610,681
911 called 138,733
Student sent home 291,659

Table Note. Data is from School Health Services Report Section Two (2024-2025), NCDHHS.”

care expenses and time away from work for parents and staff. The majority
of parents indicate the importance of having a school nurse as they make
decisions about schools for their children.

There is also a time-saving benefit for staff when a school nurse is present.
School nurses can address the health needs of students, allowing teachers
to focus on education.? This is evident from data collected during the
2024-2025 school year for the North Carolina Department of Health and
Human Services School Health Services Report, Section Two, which is
outlined in Table 2.7 School nurses reported 3,041,073 student encounters
during this time period. After assessing each student, 86% were able to return
to class, thus able to participate in their education.

Additional data provided by North Carolina school nurses support that their
value is far beyond ice packs or band-aids. For example, the 2024-2025
North Carolina Annual School Health Services Report Brochure reflects that
students who participated in case management for chronic conditions such
as asthma, diabetes, and mental health demonstrated improved outcomes
between 70%-91%.¢ While not all school nurses provide case management,
5737 students received this service. The outcomes vary by health condition;
however, data were consistently collected related to student absenteeism and
improved grades.6 When school nurses are asked about barriers to offering
case management for their students, some of the most common responses are
lack of time and serving multiple schools.

The school nurse workforce faces challenges beyond time and capacity. The
NASN Workforce Data Study highlights challenges on a national scale that
are relevant to North Carolina school nurses. There is a drastic contrast
between compensation for RNs working in schools and the RN workforce
overall. While 69.5% of the RN workforce makes more than $60,000 per year,
only 34.2% of RNs who work in schools earn at the same level. The majority
of school nurses have a salary between $40,000-$59,999. Salary impacts
recruiting, as most nurses who want to become school nurses have years of
experience and make well over this range. The school nursing population is
also aging: 68.5% of school nurses are older than 40.8

Despite the challenges, there are dedicated school nurses serving students
each day. While funding may be limited to address the salary gap, there are
measures that could be implemented to improve job satisfaction. As health
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care providers in educational environments, school nurses can feel isolated.
This is supported by the NASN study, where school nurses shared they don’t
believe others understand the connection between health and education.
Specifically, only 48.1% responded that they feel understood and respected
by their educator colleagues.8 By including school nurses in committees,
in student Individualized Education Program (IEP)/504 meetings, and
supporting their professional development, schools can take meaningful steps
toward retaining this valuable workforce, which is the cornerstone of
education.

Conclusion

In this commentary, national data have been provided as a glimpse into
the everyday difficulties experienced by school nurses who seek to be part
of collaborative team of educators while addressing complex health needs
of students, with a common goal of students reaching their full potential.
North Carolina school nurses are reflected in the NASN study and on a
regional level; their work is validated by statewide data. These meaningful
statistics tell a story of a workforce with devoted caregivers that practice the
art of nursing while focusing on improving the lives of students despite the
challenges. When students have access to a school nurse, they are much more
likely to remain at school, have their physical and mental health well-being
needs assessed, and be engaged in their education. Students need to be healthy
to learn. It seems like a broad, general concept, yet when implemented by
school nurses, it is individual and holistic. School nurses are the custodians
of students’ health as they reduce barriers and lay the foundation for their
learning.

Financial Support

The author has no financial support to declare.

Declaration of Interests

The author has no conflicts of interest to report.

Correspondence

Address correspondence to Jennifer Corso, NC Department of Health and
Human Services, DCFW/Whole Child Health Section, 1915 Health Services
Way, Raleigh, NC 27607 (Jennifer.Corso@dhhs.nc.gov).

Published: June 30, 2026 EDT.
© North Carolina Institute of Medicine

North Carolina Medical Journal


mailto:Jennifer.Corso@dhhs.nc.gov

Health as a Foundation for Learning

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (CCBY-NC-SA-4.0). View this license's legal deed at https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0 and legal code at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode for
more information.

North Carolina Medical Journal


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode

Health as a Foundation for Learning

REFERENCES

1. Division of Child and Family Well-Being. School Health Program Manual-Section C, School
Nursing Practice, Chapter 1, Standards. North Carolina Department of Health and Human

Services; 2025. https://www.ncdhhs.gov/clstandardsofpractice2pdf/open
2. National Association of School Nurses. School Nursing: Scope and Standards of Practice. 4th

ed. NASN; 2022.
3. What school nurses do. National Association of School Nurses. 2025. Accessed May 15, 2026.

https://www.nasn.org/advocacy/advocacy-what-school-nurses-do
4. Welch Holmes B, Sheetz A, Allison M, et al. Role of the school nurse in providing school
health services. Pediatrics. 2016;137(6):¢20160852. doi:10.1542/peds.2016-0852

5. North Carolina Annual School Health Services Report Brochures (2019- 2025) https://

adolescent-and-child-health/school-nursing-support#Reporting-4323
6. North Carolina school health services report brochure, 2024-2025. North Carolina

Department of Health and Human Services. 2025. https://www.ncdhhs.gov/2024-25-sh-services-

brochure/download?attachment

7. School Health Services Report Section Two. North Carolina Department of Health and

Human Services. 2025. https://www.ncdhhs.gov/divisions/child-and-family-well-being/whole-

child-health-section/school-adolescent-and-child-health/school-nursing-support#R eporting-4323
8. Willgerodt MA, Tanner A, McCabe E, Jameson B, Brock D. Public school nurses in the
United States: National School Nurse Workforce Study 2.0. J Sch Nurs. 2024;40(5):468-481.
doi:10.1177/10598405241253565

North Carolina Medical Journal


https://www.ncdhhs.gov/c1standardsofpractice2pdf/open
https://www.nasn.org/advocacy/advocacy-what-school-nurses-do
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-0852
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/divisions/child-and-family-well-being/whole-child-health-section/school-adolescent-and-child-health/school-nursing-support#Reporting-4323
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/divisions/child-and-family-well-being/whole-child-health-section/school-adolescent-and-child-health/school-nursing-support#Reporting-4323
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/divisions/child-and-family-well-being/whole-child-health-section/school-adolescent-and-child-health/school-nursing-support#Reporting-4323
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/2024-25-sh-services-brochure/download?attachment
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/2024-25-sh-services-brochure/download?attachment
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/divisions/child-and-family-well-being/whole-child-health-section/school-adolescent-and-child-health/school-nursing-support#Reporting-4323
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/divisions/child-and-family-well-being/whole-child-health-section/school-adolescent-and-child-health/school-nursing-support#Reporting-4323
https://doi.org/10.1177/10598405241253565

	Health as a Foundation for Learning
	School Nurse Workforce
	Conclusion
	Financial Support
	Declaration of Interests
	Correspondence

	References


