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According to the United States 
Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), one in 12 children in the 
US suffers from asthma. But 
in San Antonio, Texas, (part of 
Bexar County), one in 10 children 
has the disease. In 2015, Bexar 
County’s rate of children liv-
ing with asthma was the highest 
of all large Texas counties. “Our 
children here have higher admis-
sion rates to the hospital, coming 
in sick with asthma exacerbations 
and they are repeatedly showing 
up at urgent care [and emergency 
department] ED visits,” said Dr. 
Mandi Svatek, a University [of 
Texas] Hospital Pediatrician and 
Associate Professor of Pediatrics 
at UT Health San Antonio.

Purposes of the 
SAKB Program
To help address the problem, 
the South Texas Asthma Coa-
lition and Metropolitan Health 
District launched “SA Kids 
B.R.E.A.T.H.E.” in May 2019. 
“Building Relationships, Effective 
ASTHMA Teaching in Home En-
vironments” is a free program that 
already has 50 children enrolled.
The program’s website explains 
that “The SA Kids B.R.E.A.T.H.E. 
(SAKB) program is a free city pro-
gram whose primary goal is to 
improve the quality of the lives of 
children with asthma by teaching 
them and their family best prac-
tices to control their asthma. The 
SAKB program will help keep 
kids out of the hospital, keep kids 
in school, keep parents at work, 
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and save families and healthcare 
systems money.” Svatek, who is 
one of the program’s founders, 
explained, “We’re trying to de-
crease hospital admission rates, 
acute care visits, ED visits, as well 
as missed days from school and 
missed days from work.” 

Teaching families about 
managing asthma
The community-driven initiative 
has an advisory council of nearly a 
dozen members from various fields. 
Services of the SAKB program 
are provided the four community 
health workers (CHWs), guided 
by a certified asthma educator and 
registered respiratory therapist.
Over an initial 6-month period, 
the community health workers 
meet with families that have chil-
dren with asthma, doing three 
to four visits at home, as well as 
a visit with a healthcare provider 
and another at school or day-

care. During the sessions, families 
learn about: 
• Using devices to treat asthma 
• Reviewing their homes for 

asthma triggers 
• The value of an asthma 

action plan
• Asthma medicines
• Connecting with a child’s 

healthcare team
• Connecting with a 

school nurse
• Referrals to community 

resources
SAKB personnel follow up with 
families for 12 months to ensure 
they are receiving needed care. 
Translation services are also 
available.
Paul Kloppe is a registered respira-
tory therapist and one of the com-
munity health workers who makes 
house visits for the program. He 
believes the high number of chil-
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dren with asthma in Bexar County 
is not necessarily a problem of geog-
raphy or allergy but a lack of educa-
tion. “The challenge we always will 
have is trying to get individuals to 
use these devices, get an under-
standing about what causes their 
asthma to get going and how they 
respond to it,” he said.

Program eligibility 
and referrals
The SAKB program accepts chil-
dren who live within the City of 
San Antonio and are age 3 to 17 
when they start the program. In 
addition, they must have at least 
one of the following criteria for 
asthma: 
• One hospitalization 

in the past year
• Two or more urgent, acute or 

emergency visits in the past year
• Two or more unsched-

uled school treatments 
in the past week

• Missing 10% or more school 
days in the past year

Children can be referred to the 
program by anyone such as care-
givers, school nurses with paren-
tal consent, healthcare providers, 
hospital or clinic systems and 
managed care organizations.

Access to good 
quality healthcare
“Asthma is the leading cause of 
school absences and it’s the most 
common reason kids utilize the 
[emergency room] ER, causing a 
negative impact on a child’s school 
performance and increased health 
costs, respectively,” said Dr. Erika 
Gonzalez, asthma specialist and an 
advisory committee member for 
SAKB. “It comes down to access 
to good quality healthcare and 
there are some areas of town that 
just don’t have good access. This 
program will help decrease some 
of these healthcare disparities.”
District 1 City Councilman Ro-
berto Treviño worked with the 
South Texas Asthma Coalition 
and Metro Health during the last 

budget cycle to include the SA 
Kids B.R.E.A.T.H.E. program as 
part of the funding for the NXT 
Level Youth Center and overall 
upgrades at the recently renovated 
Frank Garrett Multi Service Cen-
ter in San Antonio’s Westside. 
“SA Kids B.R.E.A.T.H.E. was 
thoughtfully placed in the heart 
of the West End, alongside popu-
lar amenities like West End Park, 
the Frank Garrett Center, and the 
NXT Level Youth Opportunity 
Center where it is more accessible 
to affected children and families in 
need,” said Treviño. “I encourage 
parents and guardians of children 
with even the slightest breath-
ing issue to take advantage of this 
free service which can drastically 
improve their quality of life.” 

Additional program goals
Another goal of the SAKB pro-
gram is identifying reasons why 
San Antonio ranks 170% above 
the Texas state average in asthma 
hospital admissions. The city has 
non-attainment status, which 
in United States environmental 
law means the area is considered 
to have  air quality  worse than 
the National Ambient Air Quality 
Standards, as defined in the Clean 
Air Act Amendments  of 1970 
(P.L. 91-604, Sec. 109). How-
ever, while Svatek noted that air 
quality is a factor, she believes it 
is important to identify the social 
determinants that contribute to 
San Antonio’s higher than aver-
age asthma rates.
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