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Background 

Rates of obesity in children have tripled in the last two generations in the United States, 

with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) national data from 2009-10 

showing obesity rates of 12.1% for children aged 2 – 5 and 18% for children aged 6 – 11. 

Because of a lack of reliable, local data, the Arlington County Public Health Division (ACPHD), 

Arlington Public Schools (APS), and Marymount University agreed to assess the average Body 

Mass Index (BMI) of the incoming kindergarten class of 2011-12 in order to quantify childhood 

obesity in Arlington. 

 

Assessment 

All incoming kindergarten students are required by Virginia state law to have a pre-

school examination from their medical provider which includes a record of the child’s height and 

weight.  For the 2011-12 school year, a representative random sample of incoming APS 

kindergarten students was selected to calculate a county-wide average body mass index (BMI) 

for boys and girls. Because approximately 90% of students who live in Arlington County attend 

APS schools, this sampling provides a representative snapshot of the entire kindergarten-age 

population for the county as a whole. 

Out of 499 students, 471 (246 girls and 225 boys) had complete information on their 

medical forms and were included in the assessment. Other than gender, no other individual or 

school-specific demographic characteristics were included as part of the study’s data review. 

BMI was calculated using the standard formula (weight in kilograms divided by height in meters 

squared) for each child, and then compared to the standard percentile distribution as defined by 

the CDC growth charts (Table 1).  

 

Table 1: CDC weight status categories for children 

Weight Status Category Percentile Range 

Underweight Less than the 5th percentile 

Healthy weight 5th percentile to less than the 85th percentile 

Overweight 85th to less than the 95th percentile 

Obese Equal to or greater than the 95th percentile 
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Results (based on CDC’s criteria from Table 1) 

 11.25% of the students were obese; 12.20% of the girls and 10.20% of the boys. 

 16.35% of the students were overweight; 16.70% of the girls and 16.0% of the boys. 

 68.4% of the students were in the healthy 

weight range; 67.5% of the girls and 69.3% 

of the boys.  

o Many students who fell in the 

“normal” range were close to being 

overweight as indicated on the graph 

 4.0% of the students were underweight; 

3.7% of the girls and 4.4 % of the boys. 

 The minor differences between boys and 

girls were not statistically significant. 

 

Summary 

Based on this assessment, more than one quarter (27.6%) of 2011-12 Arlington children 

were overweight or obese at the time of kindergarten entry. This is a significant percentage of 

children, and represents a serious public health concern. National and state data show that BMI 

worsens as children get older; thus many of these children who are “nearly” overweight are 

likely to become overweight or obese in successive years. 

Overweight and obese children are at much greater risk for developing chronic 

conditions, including high blood pressure, high cholesterol, diabetes, asthma, joint injury, and 

sleep apnea. They are also more likely to become obese adults, putting them at risk for earlier 

disability and/or death than their non-overweight peers. 

National and state organizations such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

Trust for America’s Health, American Associations of Pediatrics and Family Practitioners, the 

Virginia Department of Health, the Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth, and many others 

have all highlighted the risks of pediatric obesity in recent years. This information helps provide 

a snapshot of the health of Arlington children, and highlights for families and communities 

essential information to help them assure their kids are as healthy as possible. 

 


