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Abstract
Aim—This paper is a report of an international study of barriers to asthma care from the
perspectives of school nurses in Reykjavik, Iceland and St. Paul, Minnesota, in the context of their
schools, communities and countries.

Background—Globally, asthma affects the health and school performance of many adolescents.
School nurses play a key role by providing care to adolescents with asthma in school settings.
Understanding universal barriers to asthma management in schools is important for developing
interventions that are effective in multiple societal contexts.

Design—Exploratory, descriptive study.

Methods—Parallel studies were conducted from September 2008 - January 2009, through six
focus groups among school nurses (N=32, in Reykjavik n=17 and St. Paul n=15) who were
managing asthma in adolescents. Focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim in
English or Icelandic. The Icelandic transcripts were translated into English. Descriptive content
analytic techniques were used to systematically identify and categorize types of barriers to asthma
care.

Results—School nurses in both countries identified common barriers such as time constraints,
communication challenges and school staff barriers. The primary difference was that St. Paul
school nurses identified more socioeconomic and health access barriers than school nurses in
Reykjavik.

Conclusion—Greater cultural and linguistic diversity and socioeconomic differences in the
student population in St. Paul and lack of universal health care coverage in the U.S. contributed to
school nurses’ need to focus more on asthma management than school nurses in Reykjavik, who
were able to focus more on asthma prevention and education.

Corresponding author: eks@hi.is.

Conflict of interest:
No conflict of interest has been declared by the authors.

Author Contributions:
All authors meet at least one of the following criteria (recommended by the ICMJE*) and have agreed on the final version:

1. substantial contributions to conception and design, acquisition of data, or analysis and interpretation of data;

2. drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content.

* http://www.icmje.org/ethical_1author.html

NIH Public Access
Author Manuscript
J Adv Nurs. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 May 01.

Published in final edited form as:
J Adv Nurs. 2013 May ; 69(5): 1161–1171. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2648.2012.06107.x.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Landspítali University Hospital Research Archive

https://core.ac.uk/display/38281844?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://www.icmje.org/ethical_1author.html


Keywords
School nurse roles; asthma management by school nurses; barriers to care in school nursing

INTRODUCTON
Asthma is a major global health problem among children and adolescents. A sharp increase
has been reported over the last decades in morbidity, mortality and economic burden
associated with asthma in children (Global Initiative for Asthma 2010). About 7 million
children in the U.S. were reported as ever having a diagnosis of asthma and over 4 million
reported experiencing an asthma episode or attack during the previous 12 months (Akinbami
et al. 2009). Asthma rates are high in Iceland as well. Despite Iceland being a low allergen
country with the absence of dust mites, low pet ownership and relatively low pollen counts
(Clausen et al. 2008), rates among school children with asthma in Iceland are 9% (Clausen
et al. 2002, Gudbjornsdottir et al. 2009) compared with 14% among American children
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] 2009).

Worldwide, asthma affects functioning of many children and adolescents. Youth with
asthma are more likely to have their activities restricted and miss days of school (Mizan et
al. 2011, Pruitt et al. 2009) and their academic performance and health related quality of life
(HRQOL) affected (Moonie et al. 2008, Svavarsdottir et al. 2011, Taras et al. 2004) and
even to experience depression (Burkhart et al. 2009). However, research suggests that if
children receive evidence-based care that includes school health services, the rate of school
attendance among children with asthma can equal that of children without asthma (Millard
et al. 2009, Splett et al. 2006).

Children and adolescents with asthma are the largest group of children with chronic illness
attending schools and in many countries, nurses play a key role in providing care to children
with asthma in the school setting. An examination of the literature reveals that there are
some known barriers to optimum care of children with asthma at multiple system levels, but
findings are largely situated in the context of single geographic regions or countries.

An ecological framework was used to identify and compare individual student and systems
level barriers to asthma care identified by school nurses in Reykjavik, Iceland and St. Paul,
Minnesota. In the ecological systems framework, the school is one of several microsystems
within which the individual student with asthma exists, other microsystems include the
family (home), health care systems and community-level contexts. The connections and
processes between two microsystems (e.g., family and school) represent a mesosystem, the
broader social, political and cultural contexts comprise the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner
1979). School nurse asthma management primarily occurs in connections between nested
systems. The broader macrosystem also influences the management provided. The
ecological framework informed the development of the focus group interview guide and the
cross country analysis. In this paper, we explore barriers to asthma management for youth in
schools in two Western nations with a focus on the interactions of school nurses with
individual students, families, communities and school and health care systems.

Background
Individual, family, school, community and health care setting—Researchers have
found that nurses identified families as presenting barriers to effective asthma care in school
(Getch & Neuharth-Pritchett 2009, Kielb et al. 2007, Winkelstein et al., 2006). These studies
included reports of high levels of outside emergency calls attributed to parents and children
who were uneducated about asthma, who underestimated its severity and consequences and
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who did not have rescue medicine available at school (Major et al. 2006). Forbis et al.
(2006) reported that school nurses identified several parent-related barriers, including
parents not returning medication forms to school, difficulty in contacting parents,
noncompliance with asthma plans, failure to pick up a child after an asthma episode and a
lack of education and understanding about asthma. The nurses in these focus groups
indicated that the most important link in providing adequate care at school was an involved
and well-informed parent.

School-age urban minority youth have a disproportionately high prevalence of poorly
controlled asthma, with a negative impact on academic achievement (Basch 2011). Factors
related to poverty, increased prevalence of mental illness, single parent status and financial
stress, may affect a parent's ability to effectively manage asthma (Smith et al. 2005). Laster
et al. (2009) found that parent and child beliefs and perceptions regarding the use of daily
controller medications were a significant barrier to asthma care and proper self-management
at home and at school.

Barriers can also stem from a lack of resources at the school, such as time and asthma
resources. The school nurses’ lack of time has been related to staffing issues, with the school
nurse being responsible for hundreds of children (Bartholomew et al. 2006, Bruzzese et al.
2006, Calabrese et al. 1999, Hillemeier et al. 2006), that limits the direct care nurses can
gave. School nurses often need to rely on unlicensed personnel, some of whom had limited
understanding of asthma and asthma management (Calabrese et al. 1999, Hillemeier et al.
2006). Lack of asthma medications and supplies in school settings have also been reported
(Hillemeier et al. Kielb et al. 2007, Major et al. 2006).

School nurses have indicated that providing optimal asthma care in the school is limited by
difficult communication between those in the educational system, providers in the healthcare
system, the family and the child. A commonly reported problem is lack of communication
with the school by both parents and providers. In fact, nurses report that they are not always
aware that a child in the school has asthma (Borgmeyer et al. 2005, Hillemeier et al. 2006,
Major et al. 2006, Nabors et al. 2005). Reports of poor communication with schools
regarding children with asthma are not restricted only to the United States. In Israel, Shohat
and colleagues (2005) found that over 44% of the children with asthma reported that the
school nurse did not know about their asthma and almost 14% reported that no one at school
knew about their asthma. On the other hand, Calabrese et al. (1999) found that only 1/3 of
the school nurses surveyed in their study reported sending a letter to parents if their child
had an asthma episode at school and 12% of the school nurses reported never having spoken
with school staff about asthma. More recently, Bruzzese (2010) found that communication
between school nurses and teachers and parents regarding students with asthma was lacking.

The current evidence related to management of asthma in schools reflects potential barriers
at multiple system levels, but this evidence is largely based on studies conducted in single
geographic regions. The result is lack of clarity about the degree to which barriers are
unique to certain macrosystem qualities, such as social policy and culture. To identify
common and unique barriers to asthma care and provide guidance for universally relevant
interventions, this paper presents the results of an international study of barriers to working
with youth with asthma from the perspectives of school nurses.
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THE STUDY
Aim

The aim of this qualitative international study was to identify and compare the types of
barriers to asthma management from the perspectives of school nurses in Reykjavik, Iceland
and St. Paul, MN, USA from an ecological perspective.

Design
The data for the barriers to asthma care study were drawn from a larger international
research study, the International School Nurse Asthma Project (I-SNAP). I-SNAP focused
on identifying and comparing school nurses’ roles and challenges in providing asthma care
from the perspectives of school nurses who were coordinating and managing asthma care
among pre-adolescents and adolescents in the capital city of Iceland and in the capital city of
Minnesota (MN) in the United States. The design was an exploratory descriptive study of
school nurses in St. Paul, MN, U.S. and Reykjavik, Iceland, using focus groups. The St. Paul
School system was selected for the U.S. site because of its population size that is similar to
that of the school system in Reykjavik, Iceland.

The investigators from the University of Iceland and University of Minnesota worked
collaboratively in person and via videoconference calls and e-mails to design a common
background survey and focus group interview protocol guide relevant to school nurses in
both countries. Data were collected between September 2008-January 2009.

Sample
A convenience sample of school nurses (N=32) in Reykjavik (n=17) and in St Paul (n=15),
who were coordinating and managing asthma care with younger (ages 10-14) and older
(ages 15-18) adolescents, participated in this study. The unit of analysis was the focus group
and not the individual participants.

Data collection
A series of three focus groups with school nurses (5-6 per group) were conducted in both
Reykjavik and St. Paul using the same protocol. Core research teams at each site included
two nursing faculty and one school nursing administrator. After informed consent was
obtained, each school nurse participant completed a brief, self-report background
questionnaire developed by the I-SNAP team. Demographic items were originally written in
English and then translated into Icelandic. The School Nurse Background Information
Survey (Svavarsdottir et al. 2008) includes 22 items in three parts. Items regarding the
school nurses’ demographic information and characteristics of the school population served
were selected for cross-country comparison (Table 1).

Next, school nurses participated in a focus group discussion that included semi-structured
interview questions. This paper focuses on responses to questions about challenges and
barriers to asthma care in schools. A facilitator and co-facilitator moderated each focus
group session. The focus group sessions were convened in a school or university meeting
rooms and lasted between 60-90 minutes. The focus group interviews were audiotaped and
transcribed verbatim. The Icelandic transcripts were then translated into English.

Ethical consideration
Ethics committee approval was received from universities in both cities and accepted by
both school systems. No personal identifiable information was collected in the survey or the
focus group interviews.
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Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to characterize the school nurse participants in Reykjavik,
Iceland and in St. Paul, Minnesota. Descriptive content analytic techniques (Neuendorf,
2002) were used to systematically identify and compare types of barriers to asthma care
identified by school nurses within and across focus groups by country. First, team members
from both countries independently read and reread the transcripts in their entirety and
discussed core findings. Then one member of the research team, who has extensive
qualitative research expertise, systematically identified and categorized the types of barriers
to asthma care in the St. Paul and next in the Reykjavik transcripts and developed the coding
scheme. Next, a second coder in each country used the coding scheme to independently
review and check the accuracy of the coding. Then the coders from both countries convened
to verify the similarities and differences in the types of barriers by location.

In addition to informing the focus group questions, the ecological framework was used to
group and compare types of barriers to asthma care by system level and by country. Barriers
to asthma care identified by school nurses were categorized at these levels: (a) individual
student, (b) family/parental, (c) school, (d) community and (e) health care system.

Rigor
A pilot focus group was conducted in St. Paul with the Icelandic team observing the process
via videoconference to ensure that the same methodology would be used consistently across
sites in subsequent focus groups. Participants also completed and commented on the
demographic survey to ensure items elicited the types of responses intended.

Trustworthiness of the qualitative findings (Lincoln & Guba 1986) was established by (a)
checking the accuracy of the transcriptions against the audio recordings, (b) verifying the
accuracy of the translation of the Icelandic to English focus group transcripts, (c) having two
research team members with qualitative expertise independently code the data and then a
third member from each country validated the coding scheme and resolved a few coding
discrepancies, (d) verifying the interpretation of the data with the focus group facilitators
and school nurse administrators in both countries and (e) maintaining and periodically
reviewing the audit trail of the raw data, the coding scheme and records of the steps in the
analysis.

RESULTS
Characteristics of sample

All of the nurses in Reykjavik were females (n=17, 100%) and the majority in St. Paul were
females (n=14, 93.4%). The school nurses mean age in Reykjavik was 38.2 years (range =
27-47) and 53.7 years in St. Paul (range from 32-66 years). About one-fourth of school
nurses in both countries served more than one school. The mean number of students served
by St. Paul school nurses was greater than those served by Reykjavik school nurses (Table
1). School population characteristics (size and number of schools) versus individual nurse
characteristics (e.g., age, years of experience) were evident in the focus group discussions
about barriers in both countries.

School nurses in Reykjavik (Reyk) and in St. Paul (St.P) identified a variety of types of
barriers to managing asthma in school settings that were summarized and compared by
country at the (a) individual student, (b) family/parental, (d) school system, (d) community
or (e) health care system level (Figure 1). Examplars are identified by location and focus
group (FG) number.
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Individual Student Level Barriers
Students with poorly controlled asthma—Overall, school nurses in Reykjavik
described asthma as well controlled in their student populations. In contrast, St. Paul nurses
regularly encountered students whose poorly controlled asthma was considered the norm
from the student and/or the family's perspective. Examples included:

Kids ...who are normally always with asthma in the yellow zone and that feels
normal to them. And so they don't come and tell us that they're having trouble. (St.
P, FG 4)

Parents or grandparents who have asthma and their way of thinking about it is
completely different. Like they come to school and they need a ride in the elevator
because their asthma's out of control and they view it as normal. That's really
challenging. (St. P, FG 4)

Parental/Family Level Barriers
Lack of information about asthma from parents—School nurses in both locations
noted that communication with parents could be challenging. For example, school nurses
were concerned that they did not always get the information from families that they needed
to prevent or manage asthma episodes:

There are sometimes when you are asking for information from parents or a
doctor's note or something- it is like you are asking for a kidney or something. It is
hard to get [information] from parents. (Reyk, FG 3)

I think parents ...would let [the nurse] know if the child had severe [asthma] but if
the asthma was mild, I am not sure the parents are necessarily letting us know so
that is of course a certain barrier. (Reyk, FG 3)

Lack of follow-up on school nurses’ referrals—School nurses in St. Paul described
alerting parents when a child with asthma symptoms needed evaluation by a health care
provider, but noted that it didn't always happen:

You call them and you say, ‘You know, your child needs to be re-assessed by the
doctor.’ And frequently they just don't do anything, which makes it very difficult to
do follow through. (St. P, FG 4)

Part of the worry I have too is sometimes the parent will say that they're going to
bring them to the doctor. The kid comes back the next day, still in the red zone and
you say, did you go to the doctor? ‘Nope.’ Did you take any medicine last night?
‘No.’ And they're exactly the same as they were before. (St. P, FG 5)

Cultural, language and literacy barriers—Only school nurses in St. Paul, MN
described challenges related to educating and working with families from diverse cultural,
educational, linguistic and socioeconomic backgrounds. Low English reading and health
literacy levels were identified by school nurses who worked with families from low
socioeconomic backgrounds and with immigrant families in St. Paul, MN and interpreters
were not readily available:

Our populations are so diverse, we have all these barriers. We have cultural
barriers, we have language barriers and a lot of times when people of a second
language, they'll say, ‘Yes, I understand.’ And really, they're not getting it. (St. P,
FG 5)
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There are a fair amount of parents who don't read, or can't read very well. And all
of that literature and information about the [asthma] drugs...I think it's just beyond
a lot of their reading level. (St. P, FG 5)

School System Level Barriers
Time constraints—Limited time to focus on asthma prevention and management was a
common issue for school nurses in both cities. School nurses had multiple role
responsibilities, working not only with individual youth with chronic conditions such as
asthma, but also addressing school system needs (e.g., for staff education and health
promotion for the population of school children):

You have to give yourself time to get to know [the childen with asthma] and that is
maybe just one of the barriers, you are a little short on time.... because the work
always waits for you. (Reyk, FG 3)

Other barriers are time... In a perfect world, I'd check in on a periodic basis with a
bunch of kids and I don't. (St. P, FG 4)

Competing demands—School nurses in St. Paul talked about frequent interruptions at
work. Often minor ailments competed for nurses’ attention. Episodic needs demanded care
in the moment and limited time for educating youth with asthma:

‘Cause a lot of it—I mean it's real involved teaching and a lot of it in senior high
you start doing some of it and boom, you're interrupted. (St. P, FG 4)

Having a lot of minor little ailments that need attention...eats up a huge part of my
day. (St. P, FG 4)

High volume of students and lack of professional nursing back-up—Both
Reykjavik and St. Paul nurses spoke of feeling stretched to cover the needs of the student
populations they served, particularly when they had more than one school to cover. Lack of
professional nursing substitutes or coverage was a common barrier in both locations:

I could see it as a barrier if I would have to give medications. Some days I am not
at school all day. Some days I am at meetings and sometimes I am sick and there is
no one to substitute for me. (Reyk, FG 1)

I'm in three different schools. So it's like, you can call me here on Monday, you can
call me here on Tuesday, you can call me here on Wednesday. (St. P, FG 6)

I'm the only one there...there's no one else that would be there to take my place. (St.
P, FG 4)

Lack of proactivity among school staff regarding asthma management—Both
St. Paul and Reykjavik school nurses found it difficult when school staff weren't proactive
about students’ asthma management and didn't inform them about information that could
affect children's asthma status in advance:

I find it a barrier, that they [the teaching staff] are not telling me if they are leaving
the building and things like that and then she [the student] is just in the dairy
factory [field trip] or something when I am supposed to help her with the inhaler.
(Reyk, FG 2)

I think teachers... a lot of times they don't listen until...they really need the
information. Then they wonder why you never told them anything. And that's kind
of a problem for everybody, not just at my school. (St. P, FG 5)
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Community Level Barriers
Socio-economic barriers—Only school nurses in St. Paul spontaneously identified
socioeconomic barriers to asthma care. Hardships related to poverty and transportation
barriers among students were commonly encountered. For example, one school nurse noted
that poverty limited access to care:

In our student population as far as getting to the doctor... I think the most
challenging group are the working poor... When they work they make just enough
money to not qualify for health insurance or for anything through the state, but not
enough to really be able to afford to pay out of pocket. (St. P, FG 5)

Another school nurse described a variety of common barriers, such as
‘transportation to the doctor, affording the inhalers, affording access to insurance or
assistance.’ (St. P, FG 5)

Crisis-oriented living situations—Only school nurses in St. Paul described crisis-
oriented family living situations as barriers to continuity of care. Some students were in
family situations where health issues weren't dealt with until a crisis happened that
demanded attention. Financial family emergencies also contributed to their lack of focus on
preventive care:

Until they're really in crisis they don't really feel like they need it. And then when
they're in crisis they need it now and they'll go sit at the hospital as many hours as it
takes to get seen. And then it's not an emergency anymore...So when that crisis is
gone, it might move on to their eviction, or having no gas in the car, or—you know,
just that crisis-oriented living. (St. P, FG 4)

Health Care System Barriers
Health care coverage and access barriers—Lack of health care coverage was only
identified as a barrier by school nurses in St. Paul. They described lack of health care
coverage as a formidable challenge for many of their students, as evident in their lack of
access to affordable asthma medication. Some families described sharing inhalers in
response to tough economic times:

I have a family that has insurance, but then I finally found out that they were
paying 100% for their prescriptions, so even though they were bringing them in to
the appointments and they were getting prescriptions written, they weren't always
picking them up. Or if they were picking them up, they were using them sparingly,
because they were paying full [price]. (St. P, FG 5)

The other thing I see, now that the economy is [worse]—I've seen more sharing of
inhalers [among family members]. (St. P, FG 5)

Communication barriers with other health care providers when managing
asthma—St. Paul nurses identified barriers to communication with providers, an issue not
mentioned by Reykjavik nurses. It was not always possible to contact the provider directly,
making lines of communication unwieldy and time intensive. The large number of providers
in different health care systems with whom nurses needed to communicate was also
daunting:

This is a huge challenge just because of our community, the number of providers
we have. It's not like we're in rural America where they might only have a choice of
five providers to go to. But we have so many different providers. (St. P, FG 5)
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Discussion
The present study contributes to a broader understanding of barriers to asthma management
identified among school nurses in two Western nations. Knowing the challenges school
nurses across nations are facing contributes to a more international understanding of asthma
management. Furthermore, such knowledge can inform the development of cross-cultural
interventions for adolescents with asthma in school settings. School nurses in Reykjavik as
well as in St. Paul, MN identified similar types of barriers at the parent/family and school
level, however, nurses in St. Paul described additional barriers (e.g., lack of follow up on
school nurses’ referrals and cultural, language and literacy challenges) related to poorly
controlled asthma.

Nurses in both countries reported parent and family level barriers, such as lack of
communications between parents and the school nurses. School nurses felt that parents did
not always give them the information they needed to prevent or manage asthma episodes.
Similar findings were reported by Forbis and colleagues (2006) who found parents who
were not involved in asthma care nor well informed about asthma to be a barrier to asthma
management. Other challenges with families have also been identified in the international
literature. School nurses in Northern America and in Europe have both reported poor
communication between families and school nurses as a problem area (Borgmeyer et al.
2005, Bruzzese et al. 2010, Major et al. 2006, Shohat, et al. 2005), and nurses have reported
that they are not even always aware that a child in the school has asthma (Shohat et al.
2005). Family-school partnerships have long been recognized as key to children's cognitive
and emotional development (Christenson 2003), yet interventions that engage school nurses
and families for improved health outcomes are rare. Developing effective communication
strategies between school nurses and families is essential for school nurses to manage
asthma effectively and be able to provide evidence based health care services.

There were several commonalities between countries in the types of school system barriers
identified. Participants in both countries identified that lack of time, the high volume of
students per school nurse (mean =549 in Reykjavik, mean =883 in St. Paul) and the lack of
professional nursing back up were barriers to optimal asthma management. These findings
are consistent with findings reported by Bartholomew and colleagues (2006) and by Jones et
al. (2009) who indicated that lack of resources (e.g., equipment) and time constraints among
school nurses were barriers to asthma care. In the case of school administrative processes,
such as resource allocation, child health is affected by system-level decisions that limit the
availability of school nurses. Gaining insight into both individual as well as system level
barriers is crucial to ensuring quality asthma care in schools.

Similarly, school system staff barriers identified by both the nurses in Reykjavik and in St.
Paul, such as the lack of proactivity among school staff regarding asthma management, are
consistent with Hillemeier et al.'s (2006) findings. These authors identified difficulties in
communications between those in the educational system, providers in the healthcare system
and with the family and the child, to be the most cited barriers to coordinating and managing
asthma care in schools. In the wider international context of increased movement towards
community- and school-based health care, nursing leaders need to initiate policies that
validate the roles and responsibilities in asthma management among school nurses, both at
the individual, the family and the system level.

Individual Student, Community and Health Care System Level Barriers
It is noteworthy that challenges regarding individual student level barriers, community level
barriers and health care system barriers were only emphasized by the school nurses in St.
Paul. While the nurses in Reykjavik noted that asthma was generally well controlled in their
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student population, St. Paul school nurses identified more youth with poorly controlled
asthma.

The asthma management challenges identified by school nurses in St. Paul can be explained
by the diverse student population served. St. Paul school nurses encountered some students
for whom poorly controlled asthma was considered to be the norm from the student and/or
the family perspective. Also, the nurses in St. Paul schools worked with families from
diverse cultural, educational, linguistic and socioeconomic backgrounds, which was not the
case for the nurses in Reykjavik who served more homogeneous, middle-class families.
Serving families from low socioeconomic backgrounds and immigrant families with low
English reading and health literacy levels calls for more intensive school health care services
to be offered by school nurses in St. Paul. These nurses needed to focus more on
coordinating and managing asthma care with students with poorly controlled asthma. School
nurses in Reykjavik, on the other hand, were able to focus more on asthma prevention and
education because students’ asthma was largely well controlled.

Even though asthma treatment is very similar in Iceland and the United States, the health
care system in Iceland is quite different from the health care system in the U.S. While
Iceland has socialized medicine with health care services available and nearly free to all
Icelanders, the U.S. has an insurance-based method of distributing care. The complex and
fragmented structure of the USA health care system affects access to health care services for
the families in St. Paul. Lack of health care coverage and difficulties communicating with
health care providers had an impact on some families’ ability to follow up on school nurses’
referrals to health care professionals as well as on the families’ ability to afford and or use
asthma medication as recommended by providers.

Despite the differences in health care systems between the two countries, school nurses in
both Iceland and in Minnesota offer evidence based health care services to children and
adolescents with asthma in their schools. To provide quality asthma care, the nurses need
their health and school systems to offer appropriate back up at the schools and minimize
unnecessary paperwork. Further, safety factors regarding the number of students served per
nurse need to be considered in both countries, especially when the numbers of children with
chronic illnesses such as asthma and or special needs are increasing in schools. Nurses in
Reykjavik, Iceland as well as in St. Paul, Minnesota need to be able to work effectively
across systems and to focus on the needs of their student population both at the individual as
well as at the population level.

Study limitations
The findings from these companion international studies need to be interpreted in the
context of the cities and countries where they were conducted. Also, the sample sizes were
small. The findings themselves may not generalize to other countries, but the types of
barriers identified from this study using the ecological perspective provide the basis for
future studies of barriers to asthma care in other locations.

CONCLUSION
An ecological systems framework provides a way to understand the interconnectedness of
individual students, families, health systems and school systems in asthma care. The
findings of this cross-national study underscore the importance of communication among
systems for successful asthma management in schools. The ecological approach, with its
focus on interactions in and among systems, was particularly helpful in identifying
similarities and differences in barriers to asthma care by country. The primary differences in
barriers were related to cultural and linguistic diversity in St. Paul where there has been a
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large influx of immigrants in the past decade compared with Reykjavik, which has a more
homogenous population. Despite differences in the health care systems in Iceland and the
U.S., international interventions need to focus both on reducing barriers to asthma care in
schools and supporting school nurses in their efforts to prevent and manage asthma in school
settings.
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What is already known about this topic

• Worldwide, children and adolescents with asthma are the largest group of
children with chronic illnesses attending schools.

• Nurses play a key role in providing care to children with asthma in the school
setting.

• There are numerous barriers that have been identified, mainly in Northern
America, at the individual, family and systems levels, which prevent the
optimum care of children with asthma in school settings.

What this paper adds

• Information on challenges faced by school nurses in Iceland and Minnesota
regarding asthma care provides a global perspective on common barriers to
asthma care coordination and asthma management in school settings.

• School nurses in both countries identified time constraints, communication
barriers, staff challenges and school system barriers as common challenges to
asthma management in school systems.

• School nurses in Saint Paul, Minnesota recognized more socioeconomic,
cultural and linguistic related barriers to asthma care, emphasizing their need to
focus more on asthma management than the school nurses in Iceland, who could
focus more on asthma prevention and education.

Implications for practice and/or policy

• Interventions promoting communication between school nurses and families
may improve asthma management in schools.

• Barriers at multiple systems levels need to be taken into consideration when
evaluating the effectiveness of asthma care in school systems across nations.

• Administrative and policy-level changes may help school systems function more
efficiently in supporting school nurses’ roles and responsibilities regarding
coordinating and managing asthma care. These include recognizing safety
concerns when nurse to student ratios are high, easing nurses’ ability to work
across systems, focusing both on individual and population levels of asthma
management, providing appropriate back up at schools and minimizing
paperwork.
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Figure 1.
A Comparison of Types of Barriers to Asthma Management in Schools by Systems Level
and Location
aBarriers identified primarily by school nurses in St. Paul, MN
bBarriers identified by school nurses in St. Paul, MN and Reykjavik, Iceland
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Table 1

Demographic characteristics among school nurses in Reykjavik, Iceland and Saint Paul, Minnesota (N=32)

Reykjavik (N=17) St Paul (N=15)

N % N %

Gender

    Female 17 100 14 93.4

    Male 0 0 1 6.6

Educational level

    Bachelors in nursing 16 94.1 7 46.7

    Masters in nursing 1 5.9 8 53.0

Serve more than one school 5 26.3 4 27.0

Contact with parents of children with asthma

    1-2 times per school year 13 68.4 5 33.3

    > 3 times per school year 1 5.25 10 66.7

Contact with health care providers of children with asthma

    1-2 times per school year 6 31.6 7 46.6

    > 3 times per school year 1 5.3 8 53.3

Mean Mean

School nurse age, in years 38.2 53.7

Years employed at school 4.3 7.7

Mean number of students served by school nurses 1 nurse to 559 students 1 nurse to 883 students
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