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Preface - Why is becoming a 
Tobacco-Free School so important?
Curriculum for Excellence and Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) make 
it clear that schools, teachers and staff have a vital role to play in supporting 
and nurturing young people to make healthy life decisions as they make the 
transition into adulthood, employment, training and further education. Quite 
simply, protecting and promoting the health and wellbeing of young people is 
fundamental to the role of all schools.

Scotland continues to have a 40 a day 
tobacco habit. Every day in Scotland, 40 
young people become new smokers. That’s 
15,000 young people each year 1. 

Evidence shows that the younger a person 
starts to smoke, the more likely they are to 
continue smoking into adulthood, the more 
heavily they are likely to smoke as an adult 
and the more likely they are to fall ill and die 
early as a result of smoking2.

We know that almost all long-term smokers 
take up smoking as a young person.  Around 
two thirds of smokers in the UK start smoking 
before the age of 18 and over a third (39%) 
start before they are 16 3. We also know that 
young people from the most deprived areas 
progress to regular smoking more rapidly than 
those in the least deprived areas 4.  
 
Tobacco use and other risky health 
behaviours do not exist in isolation. The 
most recent Scottish Schools Adolescent 
Lifestyle and Substance Use Survey 
(SALSUS) for 2013 shows that 15 year old 
regular smokers are more likely than non-
smokers to have drunk alcohol in the past 
week 5. Those same figures also show 
that regular smokers are more likely to 
have taken drugs in the past month than 
non-smokers 6. These figures suggest that 
schools should look to address smoking and 
tobacco as a priority on an equal footing 
with issues such as alcohol, sexual health 
and other substance misuse.

Schools are major public institutions in 
almost all communities. What schools define 
as important to the wellbeing of teachers, 
pupils and school staff reflects out into the 
communities they serve. Teachers and other 
school staff are role models for many young 
people. Evidence shows that young people 
are more likely to become smokers if parents 
smoke, friends smoke 7 or people they see as 
role models smoke 8 . Schools that develop 
tobacco-free policies to actively promote 
tobacco-free living make a strong statement 
that tobacco use is not acceptable. By 
setting this example, school and public 
health professionals collaborate to change 
environments, perceptions and attitudes and 
improve the health of all citizens in the areas 
that they serve and support.

This guide has been produced by NHS 
Greater Glasgow and Clyde Smokefree 
Services and ASH Scotland to help schools 
develop and implement policies that will 
support tobacco prevention, smoking 
cessation, actively promote healthy 
behaviour choices and help them to  
become a Tobacco-Free School.
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Introduction
Background
Schools, teachers and support staff play an 
important role in helping and guiding young 
people in their transition to adulthood.  Young 
people often seek to legitimise their own 
behaviour by replicating the behaviour of 
those around them, meaning that teachers 
and support staff have an obligation to act 
as positive role models. In addition to this, 
teachers and support staff should mirror a 
whole school ethos that aims to support and 
encourage young people to make positive 
behavioural choices.  

This support guide has been informed by 
consultation with teachers, staff, pupils and 
parents involved with schools from across 
the NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde area. 
NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde is served by 
six local authority areas: Glasgow City, East 
Dunbartonshire, West Dunbartonshire, East 
Renfrewshire, Renfrewshire, and Inverclyde. 

The education departments in each of these 
local authority areas support tobacco-free 
policy development by providing generic 
policy templates that schools are expected to 
use and support.

Aim and purpose of the 
Tobacco-Free School 
support guide
The Tobacco-Free School guide aims to 
encourage and support schools to extend 
their tobacco policies beyond simply stating 
where people can and cannot smoke and to 
more formally recognise the role of schools 
as health educators and positive life choice 
influencers by becoming a Tobacco-Free 
School. 
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The research fieldwork conducted to inform 
this guide highlighted a wide range of local 
circumstances and experiences that have 
challenged or facilitated the development 
of tobacco policies in different ways. Many 
schools see the circumstances that have 
shaped their tobacco policy development 
and approach towards tobacco prevention 
policies and activities as being quite specific, 
almost unique to them. 

This Tobacco-Free School support guide aims 
to accommodate these different experiences 
and circumstances by supporting policy 
development for individual schools rather 
than prescribing a ‘one size fits all’ approach. 
It provides practical information and advice 
that has been informed by consultation 
with schools from across the NHS Greater 
Glasgow and Clyde area. It makes 
suggestions for developing policies that 
support healthy behaviour choices for pupils, 
teachers and support staff whilst recognising 
that not all policy development ideas and 
options may be suitable or viable for all 
circumstances, environments and settings.

The health and wellbeing focus of Curriculum 
for Excellence and GIRFEC means that 
schools have a responsibility to adopt a 
Tobacco-Free School policy which promotes 
tobacco prevention, early intervention and 
that supports staff and pupils to make and 
promote healthy life choices.  As a result, 
effective Tobacco-Free School policies 
should focus on:

 • schools having clear tobacco-free policies 
that are positively enforced  

 • a plan for how schools should address 
tobacco use, including staff smoking 
behaviour, as well as cultural and 
contextual changes on health promotion 
e.g. smoke-free events

 • clarity on the short and long term health 
and social effects of smoking to pupils 
and staff, including reinforcing messages 
concerning the addictiveness and health 
risks associated with smoking and 
second-hand smoke exposure

 • looking at traditional Personal, Social 
and Health Education (PSHE) tobacco 
sessions and embedding tobacco 
prevention and tobacco awareness 
broadly across several subjects and 
curriculum areas

 • culture change tobacco education to 
reduce the perception that smoking and 
tobacco use is a normal or acceptable 
thing to do

 • ensuring that stop smoking support 
is included and provided as a key 
component of Tobacco-Free School 
policy enforcement for pupils, teachers 
and support workers, such as canteen or 
janitorial staff.
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This guide includes a selection of case studies that highlight the quite specific 
circumstances and considerations that have shaped the development of tobacco-free 
policies across a selection of schools in the NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde area.
Whilst it is important to recognise the clear and broad differences in tobacco-free 
policies and approaches to tobacco highlighted within the case studies, it is equally 
encouraging to note that the case studies show a general agreement that smoking 
and tobacco use by pupils, teachers and support staff is an issue that should be 
addressed as part of schools policies and practices.

Case studies

Fieldwork objectives 
and method
In order to inform the development of this 
support guide a series of research and 
consultation elements were completed. 
These included:

 • a brief literature review to identify 
examples of good practice and policy 
development in school settings

 • a survey for teachers, pupils and parents. 
A total of 636 people (285 teachers/staff 
members, 100 pupils and 251 parents/
carers) from a range of 57 different 
schools, across all six local authority areas 
covered by NHS Greater Glasgow and 
Clyde, completed an appropriate version 
of the survey. 

In particular, the survey highlighted:

 • a generally low level of awareness of the 
existence of tobacco policies amongst 
teachers, pupils and parents/carers. It was 
clear that the majority of teachers, pupils 
and parents/carers simply did not know 
whether their school had a formal tobacco 
policy or not

 • in many schools, existing tobacco policies 
seem to be more about highlighting 
where people cannot smoke rather than 
formalising healthy role model behaviour, 
providing tobacco prevention and 
education activities or supporting smoking 
cessation information and services

 • a general inconsistency in approach and 
content for current tobacco prevention 
activities

 • the level of awareness of stop smoking 
support service information and service 
provision within schools was notably low 
 
 

 • focus groups with staff and teacher 
representatives from 3 schools in the NHS 
Greater Glasgow and Clyde area

 • Focus groups with pupils from 3 schools in 
the NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde area.

In addition to the survey, the research and 
consultation fieldwork included:


