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               Back to School or BACK Pain? 
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Schools will be starting soon and that means children will be carting backpacks to, from and around their home and classrooms.  While backpacks are one of the most convenient ways to carry books and school supplies, an overloaded and/or improperly worn backpack may put children at an increased risk for spinal, shoulder and neck injuries.

· It is estimated that over 40 million students in the United States alone use backpacks.

· One study of Orthopedists reported that up to 60% of those under age 18 have reported significant back pain associated with carrying a backpack.
· Another study reported that over 77% of students experienced musculoskeletal symptoms.

· Development of the spine continues until 18 years.

· Backpacks often are found to weigh more than 15% of student body weight. 

· Loads more than 10% of body weight affect respiration, posture and gait. 

· American Academy of Pediatrics says children should never carry more than 10-20% of body weight. Others recommend no more than 15%.
· Damage that occurs in youth may show up in later years as more serious back injuries or potentially lead to permanent damage.
Signs that a backpack is too heavy 

1. Struggling to get the backpack on or off 

2. Pain when wearing the backpack 

3. Discomfort, numbness or tingling after or during carrying; 

4. Red marks on shoulders from straps; 

5. Poor posture or changes in the natural curves of the spine

· A heavy back pack forces the child to tip forward to compensate. 

· Weak or poorly fitted straps force the child to tip to the side to compensate.
Proper Use:
· Wear both straps. Use of one strap causes one side of the body to bear the weight of the backpack. By wearing two shoulder straps, the weight of the backpack is better distributed.  Straps should be adjusted to allow the child to put on and take off the backpack without difficulty and permit free movement of the arms. 

· Wear the backpack over the strongest mid-back muscles.  It should rest evenly in the middle of the back. Straps should not be too loose, and the backpack should not extend below the low back.
· Lighten the load. Keep the load at 10-15% or less of the student's bodyweight. Carry only those items that are required for the day. Each night remove articles that can be left at home. Organize the contents of the backpack by placing the heaviest items closest to the back to reduce forces that cause postural misalignment 
· Remove the backpack - Remove the backpack when possible, such as while waiting for the bus and hanging out between classes.

· Put the pack on and take it off from a chair, table or bench, not the floor.

· Consider Wheels -If your child can't, or won't, wear the backpack properly, you may need to consider a rolling backpack. Just make sure the handle is long enough so your child doesn't have to twist or bend to pull the backpack.
When selecting a backpack features to consider:
· Shoulder straps are padded and adjustable. Wider straps help distribute the weight and provide greater support and stability than narrow straps.
· A padded back to reduce pressure on the back, shoulders, and underarm regions, and enhance comfort.  Some backpacks even provide lumber support
· Hip and chest belts to transfer some of the backpack weight from the back and shoulders to the hips and torso
· Multiple compartments to better distribute the weight, keep items secure, and ease access to the contents
· Reflective material to enhance visibility at night.
· Backpacks on wheels greatly reduce stress to the back if there are no stairs or steps to climb.
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Age Height Width
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14 17" 9
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Guidance Tables by Chris Adams, About.com

In summary, select a properly fitting back pack, ensure that it is worn correctly and limit the weight of the pack to 15% or less of a child’s weight and never more than 25 pounds.
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Back Width =
ige of Shoulder Blade to
Ridge of Shoulder Blade

Back Height =
Shoulder Line to
Waist Line + 2 inches
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