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Section 3: Tobacco-Free Schools: 
challenges and opportunities
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Tobacco-Free Schools: challenges 
and opportunities
Many schools see the circumstances and contexts that have shaped their 
current attitude and approach to smoking and tobacco as being quite specific, 
almost unique to them. Whilst it is important to recognise and acknowledge 
the clear and broad differences in formal tobacco policies in schools, it is 
equally encouraging to note that almost all of the schools that we liaised with 
view smoking and tobacco use by school staff and pupils as an issue that 
should be addressed.

These challenges and opportunities highlight some of the key factors and 
issues that have shaped tobacco policy development and implementation 
across a wide range of school settings.

	  

  

  TOBACCO-FREE SCHOOLS 

CHALLENGES 

OPPORTUNITIES 

Focus on compliance over health promotion  
	  
Becoming a Tobacco-Free School takes time and commitment 
	  

Accessing specific and effective tobacco prevention resources and 
support can be difficult 
	  

Staff not comfortable with addressing tobacco prevention, meaning 
that the focus remains on enforcement, compliance and discipline 
	  

Schools support staff adopt the policy of their employer, not the 
Tobacco – Free School policy 

	  
Do Tobacco-Free School policies have an impact beyond the school gate? 

	  

Tobacco-Free School policies should support the promotion of 
healthy life choices 
	  

It may take time, but Tobacco-Free School policies build confidence 
and are worthwhile 
	  

Effective tobacco prevention resources and support can be 
accessed nationally and locally 
	  

Addressing tobacco prevention across a variety of subject areas boosts 
staff confidence and reinforces the tobacco prevention message 
	  

Tobacco prevention is a health issue, not a ‘rights’ issue 
	  

Tobacco-Free School policies can influence behaviour in local 
communities  

	  



To
ba

cc
o-

Fr
ee

 S
ch

oo
ls

24

Tobacco-Free Schools: 
challenges
Focus on compliance over health 
promotion 

In the decade since the Smoking Health and 
Social Care (Scotland) Act 2005 effectively 
banned smoking in public places, some 
local authority education departments have 
generally looked to support this legislation 
by focusing on the need for compliance and 
enforcement of tobacco-free policies for 
school buildings and grounds.  

Developing an effective, health 
promoting tobacco-free policy  
takes a little time 

It may feel that a substantial amount of 
time, effort and resources needs to go into 
developing a Tobacco-Free School policy.  
Given that schools are already expected to 
squeeze so much into the tightly packed 
academic year, it is easy to understand 
why developing and implementing a health 
promoting Tobacco-Free School policy 
(particularly where functional compliance 
and enforcement based policies may already 
be in place) is often not viewed as an 
immediate priority for some schools.

Accessing specific and high quality 
tobacco prevention resources and 
support can be difficult

The recent implementation of Curriculum 
for Excellence has placed a clear need for 
schools to develop and use resources that 
clearly fit with the experiences and outcomes 
for each subject area. 
Accessing resources that have been 
evaluated as a high quality tool to address 
smoking and tobacco issues in line with 
the Curriculum for Excellence Health and 
Wellbeing experiences and outcomes can 
be difficult, with provision and availability 
of resources varying from area to area.  In 
addition, some schools may not know who 
best to contact in order to gain access to the 
resources that they are looking for in order to 
effectively address tobacco prevention. 

Staff not comfortable with addressing 
tobacco prevention, meaning that 
the focus remains on enforcement, 
compliance and discipline

Teachers and school staff can sometimes 
find it difficult to positively address smoking 
behaviour with colleagues and pupils. If 
they have a perceived lack of up to date 
information on tobacco or if they are smokers 
themselves, they may feel uncomfortable 
or hypocritical about addressing smoking 
issues. As a result, it can sometimes feel 
easier to approach tobacco use from a policy 
enforcement, compliance and discipline 
perspective, rather use the supportive ethos 
of the policy to actively promote healthy 
behaviour choices.
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School support staff adopt the policy 
of their employer, not the school 
tobacco-free policy

In many schools, support staff work 
for a separate employer and are sub-
contracted to the school. This can mean 
that inconsistencies in policy and approach 
on tobacco issues become apparent.  In 
particular, schools might shy away from 
addressing tobacco use with support 
staff because these discussions can often 
become debates about an adult’s ‘right’ to 
smoke, rather than focussing on tobacco as 
a health issue and a school’s responsibility 
to promote and support healthy role 
modelling behaviour. 

A Tobacco-Free School policy should apply 
to all, irrespective of employer and should 
include external companies or organisations 
visiting or working in school grounds.

Do Tobacco-Free School policies have 
an impact beyond the school gate?

Tobacco-Free School policies can shape 
and manage behaviour in school buildings 
and on school grounds during school hours. 
But what about what goes on outside school 
hours; the other societal influences that 
shape the healthy behaviour choices of young 
people when they are not school? In areas 
where there is a perceived ease of access to 
tobacco or there is a perception that tobacco 
use is the norm at home, can we really expect 
tobacco-free policies in schools to make 
a meaningful impact beyond the school 
gate? The education and awareness raising 
elements of a Tobacco-Free School policy 
are about encouraging and supporting local 
communities to make informed choices.
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Tobacco-Free Schools: 
opportunities
Tobacco-Free School policies should 
support the promotion of healthy life 
choices
Whilst a strong focus on compliance and 
enforcement with regard to smoke-free 
legislation has clearly helped to shape and 
change attitudes and approaches to tobacco 
over the last decade, it is important to 
recognise that schools, and staff that work 
within schools, play a vital role in helping 
young people in their transition to adulthood.  
A subtle shift in Tobacco-Free School 
policies, to support both policy compliance 
AND health promotion, could help schools 
and staff to formalise their position as 
positive role models, minimise the mimicking 
of smoking behaviour and cement a school 
ethos that supports and encourages young 
people to make positive behavioural choices.
 
It may take time, but Tobacco-Free 
School policies build confidence and 
are worthwhile

The development of policies that promote, 
support and influence positive behaviour 
choices can take time. Tobacco-Free 
Schools that have implemented effective 
policies have generally allowed 4-6 months 
in order to develop their policy before 
putting it in place.  Whilst it is clear that 
Tobacco-Free School policy development 
and implementation can be challenging, 
the experiences of schools that have taken 
the steps needed to put a robust, health 
promoting, Tobacco-Free School policy 
in place shows that it can be done, it can 
be successful and it can be enough to 
give school staff and young people the 
confidence to encourage behaviour change 
amongst colleagues and friends. 

Effective tobacco prevention 
resources and support can be 
accessed nationally and locally

At a local level, effective partnership working 
with local health boards, local community 
based youth work services and national 
organisations like ASH Scotland can 
really help to fill some of the knowledge 
and resource gaps that can make the 
development of an effective Tobacco-Free 
School policy seem daunting at the outset.

In response to Action 9 of the Scottish 
Government’s Tobacco Control Strategy, 
2013, Education Scotland are in the process 
of mapping out, recording and sharing 
access to high quality tobacco prevention 
resources that will be available on GLOW.

Progress is also being made on Action 13 of 
the Scottish Government’s Tobacco Control 
Strategy, 2013. ASSIST (A Stop Smoking In 
Schools Trial), supports 12-13 year old pupils 
to deliver tobacco focussed, peer education 
messages in schools. The original evaluation 
of ASSIST found that pupils in schools that 
took part in the programme had significantly 
reduced chances of becoming a smoker. The 
Scottish Government is currently supporting 
a pilot of ASSIST in Scotland in order to 
consider its suitability for Scotland and this 
will be completed by 2017.
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Addressing tobacco prevention across 
a variety of subject areas boosts staff 
confidence and reinforces the tobacco 
prevention message

The consultation element of this guide has 
highlighted that schools that have managed 
to develop effective and consistent tobacco 
prevention messages have done so by 
looking beyond covering tobacco solely in 
traditional PSHE sessions and addressing 
tobacco issues consistently across several 
different subjects and curriculum areas. This 
has meant that teachers have been able 
to approach specific aspects of tobacco 
prevention from an angle that they feel 
particularly confident and comfortable with:

 • addressing the harm caused by tobacco 
to lung function in Biology 

 • looking at the impact of spending on 
tobacco on household budgets within 
Home Economics 

 • highlighting the role and impact of tobacco 
farming and tobacco production on 
African countries in Geography  

 • discussing the role of Scotland’s smoke 
- free legislation and how it has shaped 
attitudinal change on tobacco in Modern 
Studies 

 • looking at the design and usage of 
tobacco packaging as a marketing tool in 
Art and Design.

 

Tobacco prevention is a health issue, 
not a ‘rights’ issue

Whilst adults (those over 18) are able to smoke 
outdoors, such an ‘entitlement’ should not 
mean that they can smoke anywhere, at any 
time and it certainly should not circumvent or 
undermine the desire of a school to support 
and promote healthy life choices.  

Tobacco-Free School policies 
can influence behaviour in local 
communities 

Schools that have developed and 
implemented effective Tobacco-Free School 
policies have highlighted that they can play a 
successful role in shaping healthy behaviour 
choices in their local communities. 
By actively consulting with local shops, 
local businesses, local community groups 
and parents, schools are able to openly 
communicate the rationale behind Tobacco-
Free School policies and stimulate significant 
support in the their local community for what 
they are trying to do
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NOTES


