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Physiotherapists urge school kids
to... Lighten Up

The Saskatchewan Physiotherapy Association (SPA) urges parents to
monitor the use of their child’s backpack. School children risk their health and
injury to their spines and arms by carrying heavy backpacks to school. A
recent study investigated the link between backpacks and back pain in school
children. Of 1122 backpack users, 74.4 per cent were classified as having
back pain. Children may complain of pain, numbness/tingling in the arms

and hands due to nerve compression as well as pain in various regions of
the spine. These may lead to chronic problems that linger into adulthood.
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(continued from page 1)

Physiotherapists recommend that backpacks should:

e Be theright size for the person using it. Bigger is not better. The shoulder straps should not dig in to the
shoulders; the bottom of the pack should rest in the contour of the lower back; and the pack should "sit" evenly
in the middle of the back, not "sag down" toward the buttocks.

e Be made of lightweight materials — to reduce the weight, and with lots of storage compartments to enable
better storage and the ability to balance the weight of the contents throughout the entire pack. Place larger flat

items closest to the back.

Fall 2005

e Have a padded back —to reduce pressure and prevent the pack’s contents from digging into the back.

e Have padded, contoured, shoulder and chest straps — to decrease pressure and balance the weight.
Backpacks should have thickly padded (2 inches wide), adjustable shoulder straps which should be adjusted so

the bottom of the pack sits two inches above the waist;

e Have a waist belt or hip strap — to distribute some of the load to the pelvis. The waist belt sends the weight of

the pack down through the legs, which are more used to carrying weight; and it will
maintain the central position keeping the pack closer to

the back.

e Have compression straps — on the sides or bottom
of the backpack to help compress the contents of the

backpack and stabilize the articles.

e Have reflective material — for visibility to drivers at
night.

Physiotherapists recommend the following

tips for backpack use:
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e Use both shoulder straps to help distribute the weight
of the pack evenly and to promote a good posture.
Using only one strap loads the entire weight of the bag
over one shoulder, resulting in back pain and strain to
the neck and shoulders. Leaning forward may affect the
natural curve in the lower back, and increase the curve

of the upper back and shoulders.

e Keep the weight manageable. A full backpack should
never weigh more than 15 per cent (15%) of the carriers’
body weight. For example, someone weighing 115 Ibs.
(52 kg) should not carry more than 17 Ibs. (7.8 kg).
Remember, carrying heavy loads incorrectly can lead

to back strain or even chronic problems.

e Maintain a good posture at all times, standing tall with
your head and neck aligned with your shoulders. Keeping
your shoulders pulled gently back and down will help. This

position may feel strange at first, but keep at it!

More information on backpacks and proper stretching

exercises can be found at:

www.physiotherapy.ca/informationsheets.htm
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