
 
Community Clinical Linkages 

 
The 10-year-old patient from Zuni Pueblo had high blood pressure. Blood tests showed 
he was pre-diabetic. The back of his neck was turning a dark velvet color, a sign his body 
was struggling to keep his blood sugar normal. He drank three sodas a day, liked sports 
but didn’t exercise much.  
 
Dr. Tom Faber discussed his health concerns with the boy and his dad. Faber referred the 
patient to Healthy Kids Zuni Pueblo’s basketball and soccer leagues. The two started an 
exercise routine in addition to the sports leagues. Faber hooked up the dad and son with 
a nutritionist, who advised them to reduce sugary drinks and replace hot Cheetos and 
Doritos snacks with carrots and apples. 
 
“That was last summer,” Faber said. “Now he’s barely overweight. His lab tests 
normalized. The whole family made positive changes. That was really key.” 
 
Faber helps coordinate Healthy Kids Zuni Pueblo, which improves people’s health by 
making it easier for them to choose healthy foods and be physically active. The New 
Mexico Department of Health supports the initiative that is making local changes in nine 
counties and four tribal communities in New Mexico.  
 
Healthy Kids communities focus on improving people’s access to fresh, affordable food in 
rural areas where it’s difficult to get healthy food as well as changing the environment so 
people have more opportunities to walk or bike safely in their hometowns.  
 
The intervention Faber recently described about the 10-year-old patient is another layer 
of Healthy Kids work that is slowly growing among Healthy Kids communities – preventing 
health problems through a clinical interaction with people who are at risk of developing 
chronic diseases.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Some Healthy Kids communities that have trail systems are 
adding a clinical component through a prescription trails 
program in which healthcare providers prescribe trails to 
patients who need more physical activity. Two New 
Mexico pueblos are trying to help families be healthier by 
providing advice, referrals and education. 

Trail system in Zuni Pueblo 



Zuni Pueblo and San Ildefonso Pueblo share the same health concerns about their tribal 
populations. Many children come from families with substantial diabetes histories, 
furthering the children’s risk of getting the chronic disease that is often related to being 
overweight and inactive. 
 
Educating the Entire Family 

 
San Ildefonso folded its Healthy Kids initiative into the tribal Health and Human Services 
Division, which manages several programs aimed to improve people’s health, including 
tobacco cessation and diabetes prevention. Dolly Narang, director of the tribal Health and 
Human Services Division and a dietician in San Ildefonso, led a team who went door to 
door throughout the pueblo to gather information about people’s health.  
 
They asked people about their height and weight and tested their blood sugar and blood 
pressure. They took medical histories to learn if people took medication or smoked.  
 
Narang and staff analyzed the results and made a list of who was at high risk for 
developing diabetes because they already had a health problem like high blood pressure 
or high cholesterol. The team returned to those homes and offered one-on-one and group 
nutrition consultations. 
 
Many of the pueblo residents they contacted took a one-hour class, Group Lifestyle 
Balance, for 12 weeks. The 12 chapters in the curriculum cover such topics as physical 
activity, diet, stress management and social structure of eating habits. Some people didn’t 
feel comfortable in the group setting so they met individually with a dietician who could 
answer their questions about nutrition and activity. 
 
The goal was to teach the individual how to choose healthy foods and activity, thus 
influencing the people who are close to that individual as well. A grandma who attended 
the class replaced cases of soda with lemon water for her grandkids, who often eat at her 
house when their parents are working.   
 
“Our hidden agenda behind these classes is the mothers and fathers and grandparents 
attending the classes and losing weight are definitely going to take this education to their 
children too,” Narang said. “We said, ‘You have to walk for 30 minutes a day five days a 
week at a minimum.’ We realized they were making their children walk too. They were 
changing their eating behaviors so that affected their children too.” 
 
In some cases, Narang and the Healthy Kids staff worked with the entire family to support 
one person’s efforts. One man had a blood-sugar level of 250, which is well above the 
normal range. The medication he takes for chronic pain causes a craving for sweets. 
 



“We found out he can’t drive on his own so we extended education to his relatives who 
were buying candy for him,” Narang said. “We said, ‘If you want to help him, take him 
strawberries.’” 
 
They substituted fruit for candy, and his blood sugar was 120 the last time Healthy Kids 
tested it. 
 
In a year, 188 people enrolled in individual or group classes at San Ildefonso, according to 
Narang. She reported about a third lost 7 percent or more of their body weight. Forty-
four percent met their goal of eating accurate portion sizes and including more fruits and 
vegetables, based on the personal food diaries they were required to keep during the 
class. Forty-eight percent achieved their exercise goal. 
 
Narang appreciates the success of the adults, especially since the parents’ knowledge and 
healthy habits will benefit the future generation as well. “If the parents do the role 
modeling, the children follow their parents very closely,” she said. “We want to prevent 
health problems so getting the youth and younger ones education is very crucial.” 
 
Creating Comfortable Conversations 

 
Healthy Kids Zuni Pueblo tried to directly target children at risk of developing diabetes. 
The original concept involved sending letters to parents if their children’s weight was 
above the recommended level, based on BMI (body-mass index) screenings that take 
place in the schools every year. The letters offered options for children to meet with a 
nutritionist who could advise the family on ways to get healthier. The plan included home 
visits and follow-up care. 
 
Faber quickly learned this wasn’t the best approach. The letter became known as the “fat 
letter.” Many people didn’t go to their initial or follow-up clinic visits.  
 
“I think it’s a mistake to directly address the weight issue in terms of the referral process,” 
he said. “The distinguishing feature should be something other than your weight, or 
address it differently with kids and parents.”   
 
He also realized that people need an established relationship with their primary-care 
doctor who could talk with families about getting a child more physically fit.  
 
“I learned that the fitness angle is a safe ground and that’s something the kids want to do 
more,” Faber said. “They all play tag at recess, and they want to do that better. The other 
thing I learned is that the whole family needs to take this on as an important issue. It can’t 
just be the child.” 
 
The letters went away. Instead, Healthy Kids developed a physical activity/nutrition 
referral form so healthcare providers can refer patients to specific activities available in 



Zuni. The form includes referrals to the Zuni Teen Health Center, nutritionists and the 
diabetes program at the local Indian Health Services Hospital. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“This is an easy sell to health professionals,” Faber said. “It’s really nice to be able to 
identify the problem and have a solution. It gives professionals more resources and it’s a 
way of improving coordination and collaboration among tribal programs and the hospital.” 
 
He said about 100 children have been referred through the new system so far. More than 
anything, he sees value in the increased conversations providers are having with their 
pediatric patients about being active and choosing healthy foods. Having a referral 
program gives providers a comfortable way to start those conversations. 
 
“We believe it’s incredibly important to do community-based interventions that broadly 
reach the whole population, but those messages are likely to have the greatest impact on 
the people who are receptive to them,” Faber said. “The kids who need it the most need 
a one-on-one discussion about what’s important to them, and we have to get their 
parents involved so they, at least, know about the issue. All we can do is give information 
and guidance.” 
 
Faber still believes in addressing prevention work by focusing on children who are the 
most at risk for health complications. Healthy Kids Zuni Pueblo plans to find a way to refer 
children, perhaps starting with kindergarten through second grade, to their primary-care 
providers without the main issue being the child’s weight.  
 
“There’s some evidence that if you can develop healthy habits or treat obesity earlier in 
life then you’ve got a much better chance at sustaining that,” he said. “I think parents are 
more likely to bring their kids to doctor visits at a younger age too.” 
 
Focusing on Activity 

 

Prescriptions trails is also a goal of Healthy Kids Zuni. Community partners involved in 
Healthy Kids cleaned and labeled six official trails that have become popular for walkers 

 

When a patient is interested in improving his or her 
diet and being more active, Faber pulls out the form 
and discusses what activities the patient would like to 
do. He or she can register for the soccer, baseball, 
dance or basketball leagues Healthy Kids Zuni started, 
or learn about the local trails Healthy Kids cleaned 
and identified in the community. Families get contact 
information for the recreational programs and 
nutritionists, and Faber gives the information to the 
appropriate agency which will call the child as well. Zuni youth sports leagues now include 

basketball! 



and bikers in the pueblo. The next step is developing a prescription form so providers can 
write a prescription for patients to walk certain trails each week. Providers would give 
their patients a trail map that lists the length and difficulty of each trail. 
 
“The idea is to give someone something specific they can do rather than say in general, 
‘Go walk.’” Faber said. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“It’s a good way to get people moving in a way that’s safe for them after being screened 
by their physician,” said Terry Marney, director of nursing at Plains Regional. 
 
A prescription trails program can be a catalyst for healthcare providers to talk with their 
patients about their activity levels. “I know a lot of people, even those who aren’t 
overweight, don’t want to go to the doctor because they hate getting on that scale. It’s 
the fear of those conversations,” Marney said. “This program is trying to turn that around.” 
 
The conversation can be centered around activity, instead of weight, she said. The other 
value is giving patients a specific task that is written on a prescription pad, which makes 
the directive more official. Patients would also receive an activity log that they need to 
show their provider at follow-up visits. 
 
“It seems like that prescription is validation to the patient,” Marney said. 
 
Plains Regional is trying to fill a couple of key positions to have a leader and champion of 
prescription trails before the hospital launches the program. 
 
“I think the overall benefit is to increase the health of our community members and 
people who have chronic conditions like diabetes,” Marney said. “Increasing activity 
levels can help people manage that disease.” 
 

 

Prescriptions trails is growing in 
popularity among Healthy Kids 
communities. Healthy Kids Las Cruces 
created a prescription trails booklet that 
lists 72 possible trails ranging from ¼ 
mile to 6 miles. Healthy Kids McKinley 
County is going to publish an urban and 
rural trail map defining prescription 
trails in the area. Healthy Kids Curry 
County is partnering with the local Plains 
Regional Hospital in Clovis to implement 
a prescription trails program there. Prescription Trail potential in Zuni 



Once people begin a routine of walking on paths their providers prescribe, the exercise 
becomes a habit. That is one of the main goals of Healthy Kids New Mexico – making it 
easier for people to develop healthy habits with food and activity. Making those changes 
last is essential as well. 
 
Narang is busy making her Healthy Kids prevention work sustainable. She is training 
community health representatives who will follow up with tribal members to remind 
them about their food and activity choices and to offer screenings to track their progress. 
She and her staff are getting certified through the University of New Mexico’s telehealth 
program so the tribe can bill Medicaid for the prevention screenings and patient 
consultations when grants expire. 
 
“This is how we’ll be able to sustain this service in our community,” she said. “We are 
always going to be here. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 Healthy Kids New Mexico builds state and local partnerships to expand children’s 

opportunities for healthy eating and active living where they live, learn and play. 


