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Pack it in: What's hot may not be best for your back, some experts warn

By Christopher Caskey -- Bee Staff Writer
Published 2:15 am PDT Friday, August 12, 2005
Choosing just the right backpack might impress a few friends on the first day of school. But choosing the wrong one could be a pain in the neck - for real. 

Since 1996, backpack-related injuries have nearly tripled among schoolchildren in America, according to the Consumer Product Safety Commission. And the California Chiropractic Association found that up to 55 percent of today's students are putting excessive loads on their backs. A teen's backpack should weigh no more than 15 percent of his or her body weight, the CCA says. 

Sacramento chiropractor Dr. Kassie Donoghue is seeing more students with problems caused by overloaded backpacks. 

"We have more young patients complaining about headaches and chronic back and shoulder pain," Donoghue said. "Young people should not be complaining about these sorts of things. ... It's not natural, but it's becoming more common." 

Donoghue thinks the rise in back injuries among students could be the result of fewer schools offering lockers for students, forcing them to carry heavier loads every day. 

Brian Deis, assistant principal at Galt High School, said not every student can get a locker at the school. The school is easing the strain by providing one class copy and one home copy of textbooks for core classes. 

"It isn't necessary, for most of our classes, that students carry around books from day to day," Deis said. 

But even with Galt's accommodations, Deis said he still sees students walking around campus with heavy loads on their backs. 

"It's got to be hurting them. From my point of view, it looks extremely uncomfortable," he said. 

This strain on students' backs is recognized by the marketplace, and more lines of ergonomically correct backpacks are popping up in stores all over the country. 

At Target, backpacks with wheels are quite popular. "When a pack has rollers, it can completely alleviate back pain that might be caused by carrying around a full bag," Target spokeswoman Aimee Sands said. 

This year, Target is carrying some smaller, sleeker-looking designs, such as the Intrepid rolling backpack, which costs under $20 and eliminates the bulky look that might resemble a piece of travel luggage. 

Jansport has long sought to be a leader in spine-friendly design and offers a number of different suspension systems and padding technology. 

"You can have a great-looking backpack, but if you load it up and all the weight is in the shoulder, it's not going to be comfortable," said Larry Hart, category director for equipment and apparel at Jansport. "We try to design the pack to be like an extension of the person." 

But sometimes it can be tough to keep your mind on your back when buying a bag. This fall, NBA Jersey backpacks, messenger bags and backpacks designed specifically for digital technology look to be some of the most popular styles. And although back support may be an important factor to a parent in deciding which type to buy, it is often trumped by the student's desire to look good on the first day of school. 

Melinda Garza said that she doesn't really consider whether a bag is good for her back when she buys it. 

"My (grandmother) wants me to get one of the rolling bags," said Garza, a senior at Sacramento High School. "But I don't want one." 

Garza said she likes her red Jansport backpack a lot better, and the sponge-like cushions on the shoulder straps make it a comfortable fit. 

"Going back to school can be stressful for teenagers," said Shannon Clouston, chief shopper at Shopping.com. "It's so important for them to have the right brand because they're worried about how other people see them." 

Clouston said that one of the most popular items on Shopping.com right now is the NBA Jersey backpack, which sports the logo of your favorite basketball team. Costing around $20, the jersey bag is available for every team, including the Sacramento Kings. 

Sac High sophomore Janna Thach doesn't use her bag to support her favorite team. Instead, she collects backpacks with the logos of cartoon characters on them. Today she is sporting her Batman bag, although she owns backpacks with SpongeBob, Hello Kitty, Ninja Turtles and more. 

"I see a lot of high school kids with cartoon bags," Thach said. "I just thought it would be cute and fun." 

But Thach is also aware that her cartoon bags might not be suited for heavy loads. She took precalculus in a previous term, and she carried the heavy book in her arms because she knew "it wouldn't be comfy" in her backpack. 

Thach is not the only student who buys a bag for its style without considering if it may strain her back. The messenger bag has seen a surge in popularity in recent years, despite the fact that its design puts all the weight on one shoulder, which can strain the back. 

Both Sands and Hart see this style of bag continuing its popularity. 

"Messenger bags offer a more grown-up style," Sands said. "They have a more sophisticated, streamlined look." 

But owning a messenger bag doesn't necessarily mean a life of chronic back pain. Donoghue offered tips for carrying a messenger bag: Make sure you carry the bag across the body, instead of just hanging it off a single shoulder, and alternate which side is carrying the bag, which will help relieve stress on the shoulders. 

Besides books and homework, electronics are weighing down a student's bag today. Backpacks made specifically to hold MP3 players, cell phones and laptops are becoming increasingly popular and come in multiple styles, including messenger bags. 

"The prevalence of all these (digital) devices that kids are taking to school with them necessitates more pockets to hold everything," said Clouston. "It's not just about holding heavy books anymore." 

Target is latching on to the digital movement with its new iPack, which is made with compartments and extra padding for electronics, including laptops and iPods. Jansport has also taken a cue from the electronic trend, offering "Low-Jack" technology - an audio jack in the shoulder strap and a compartment to hold your MP3 or CD player snugly. Jansport will also be releasing a line of bags with a five-button control panel that will control the user's iPod from the bag's shoulder strap. 

But just because a backpack has a space for your cell phone, it doesn't mean that you're allowed to bring it to school. 

At Galt High, no electronic devices are allowed on campus. Assistant principal Deis said that cell phones and music players can be a problem in the halls or the classroom when they are taken out at inappropriate times. 

While a backpack may have all the digital technology, maturity or back support in the world, a student isn't going to want to buy it if it doesn't fit his or her style. 

"If I don't see something I like, I won't get one. I won't settle for just anything," Garza said about finding the right backpack. 

"They're just like any other accessory, like a pair of shoes or earrings," Sands said. "Backpacks are a way for a student to set the tone for an outfit and express their individual style." 



No pain, big gain

Choose a bag that won't be a pain. Look for: 

• Padded shoulder straps
• Padded back
• Waist belt
• Extra padding in lower back area
• Multiple compartments
• Correct size 

Pack it right: 

• Load backpacks with no more than 15 percent of your body weight
• Distribute the weight, and load heavier items closer to your back 

Wear it right: 

<P• time
• Wear both shoulder straps
• Straps should be snug but not tight
• Use a stabilizing waist strap 

Source: California Chiropractic Association 

About the writer:

· The Bee's Christopher Caskey can be reached at (916) 321-5225 or ccaskey@sacbee.com.
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