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Section 4: Developing Tobacco-Free 
School policies



To
ba

cc
o-

Fr
ee

 S
ch

oo
ls

30



Tobacco-Free Schools

31

Developing Tobacco-Free  
School policies
The research fieldwork that has informed this support guide has highlighted 
a broad and diverse range of factors that have shaped and influenced the 
way in which individual schools deliver their services. The development of 
health promoting tobacco-free policies should support and enhance current 
practices and operational procedures in schools, rather than inhibit them. 
Under such circumstances, expecting schools to develop Tobacco-Free 
School policies that are broadly similar in structure and content is simply 
unrealistic and impractical.
In this section, we provide a series of 
suggestions and recommendations 
that support the development of health 
promoting tobacco-free policies in schools.

These suggestions should not be seen 
as a rigid ‘blueprint’ for developing an 
effective Tobacco-Free School policy. 
They are simply a range of options and 
considerations that can help schools reach 
a balance between legal obligations, the 
health promoting duties and expectations 
highlighted by policy drivers such as 
GIRFEC, Curriculum for Excellence and the 
Scottish Government’s Tobacco Control 
Strategy and the contextual backgrounds 
that are shaped by individual schools 
environment and community.

Rationale - why do it?
It is important for schools to consider the 
reasons behind why they may want develop 
a more effective tobacco-free policy.  Do 
they want to encourage pupils and staff 
to make positive behaviour choices? As 
a key institution in the local community, 
does the school want to act as a catalyst 
for promoting and supporting healthy 
behaviour?

There is little value in attempting to influence 
healthy life choices of young people without 
similarly affecting the outlook and approach 
of teachers and support staff that work with 

them. The aims and messages of a Tobacco-
Free School policy need to be meaningful, 
consistent and adopted by pupils and staff 
alike. Young people follow social trends and 
often seek to legitimise their own behaviour 
via what is going on around them. If they 
receive a consistent and positive healthy 
choice message from their school, teachers 
and support staff, they are far more likely to 
replicate that message.

Developing an effective Tobacco-Free School 
policy will provide pupils and staff with a 
positive health message about the attitude 
and approach that they should have with 
regard to tobacco. This message, supported 
by effective school-based tobacco prevention 
and cessation activity will play a key role 
in helping to dissuade pupils from taking 
up smoking in the future and support more 
pupils and staff to quit smoking.

Support and complement existing substance 
misuse education and policies
Policy drivers such as GIRFEC and Curriculum 
for Excellence highlight that the continual 
promotion and protection of young peoples 
health and wellbeing should be fundamental to 
the role of schools and teachers. Unfortunately, 
developing a health promoting tobacco-free 
policy that places tobacco prevention and 
cessation on an equal footing with issues such 
as substance and alcohol misuse is sometimes 
not viewed as an immediate priority in some 
schools settings.
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We know that substance misuse issues 
rarely exist in isolation. Figures from the 
latest SALSUS survey tell us that 15 year old 
regular smokers are 5 times as likely to drink 
alcohol (past week); 10 times more likely to 
have taken drugs (past month) 29.

A school demonstrates responsibility and 
care for young people by providing effective, 
co-ordinated and balanced substance 
misuse education and a measured and 
supportive response to incidents based on 
planned procedures.

Together, tobacco, alcohol and substance 
misuse education in schools should be 
clearly defined and be realistic about 
what can be achieved. Schools cannot, 
and should not, be expected to solve all 
of society’s problems. What they can do 
is contribute effectively to strategies that 
will support young people in protecting 
themselves from harm and enable them to 
make healthy lifestyle choices. 

Effective substance misuse policies reflect and 
support co-ordinated and balanced substance 
misuse education which focuses on: 

 • regularly and consistently providing pupils 
with accurate and relevant information 

 • enabling and supporting pupils to develop 
the skills and resilience to explore and 
question attitudes and values.

How should your policy 
be framed?
Irrespective of specific content or actions, it 
is important to frame a Tobacco-Free School 
policy in upbeat terms and emphasise the 
positive outcomes that the policy aims to 
deliver. These might include:

 • improving the health of pupils 

 • improving the health of teachers and 
support staff 

 • improving the image of the school 

 • links with wider policy drivers such as 
GIRFEC, Curriculum for Excellence or the 
Scottish Government’s Tobacco Control 
Strategy 

 • emphasising a healthy role model position 
for the school within the local community. 

Encourage buy-in at 
senior level  
The effective implementation and 
development of a Tobacco-Free School policy 
needs buy-in and full backing at a senior level 
from head teachers and department heads in 
order to support curriculum integration and 
policy enforcement. For a tobacco-free policy 
to be robust and effective it needs to be fully 
supported by those who have the authority to 
develop, implement and enforce it.
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Timescales
Developing and influencing healthy 
behaviour choices takes time and this 
needs to be reflected in the timescales 
for developing and implementing a new 
Tobacco-Free School policy. Schools 
looking to develop an effective Tobacco-
Free School policy should generally 
allow around 4-6 months for developing, 
consulting and communicating their policy 
before it is formally implemented and 
enforced. 

Consultation 
When developing a new Tobacco-Free 
School policy it is vital to ensure that 
pupils, teachers, support staff, parents and 
community partners are fully consulted 
and have their views considered during all 
stages of tobacco-free policy development. 
Effective two-way consultation should 
help to ensure that there is little ambiguity 
with regard to rationale, expectations, 
responsibilities and enforcement. In 
addition, if teachers, pupils and support 
staff have played a willing and significant 
role in shaping a Tobacco-Free School 
policy then it is far more likely that they will 
fully understand what is expected of them 
and willingly adhere to both the terms and 
the ethos of the new policy.

Branding 
It is important to make sure that a new 
Tobacco-Free School policy is clearly 
branded, recognised and acknowledged by 
pupils, teachers, staff and visitors. 

ASH Scotland has developed a ‘Tobacco-
Free School’ logo that can be used on signs, 
posters, websites and school literature. 
This logo is designed to acknowledge and 
recognise the efforts made by schools to 
become Tobacco-Free Schools and can also 
be used to emphasise to pupils, teachers, 
staff and visitors that your schools is a 
‘Tobacco-Free School’.

 

To find out how your school can use the 
Tobacco-Free School logo, simply contact 
ASH Scotland on 0131 225 4725 or e-mail 
enquiries@ashscotland.org.uk. 
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Suggestions for 
effective communication 
with pupils:
 • prominently placed Tobacco-Free School 

signs, incorporating the Tobacco-Free 
School logo, at all entrances to school 
buildings, school grounds, car-parks, 
sport/leisure facilities and on school buses

 • add the Tobacco-Free School logo to 
headed paper and the school website

 • display information on the new Tobacco-
Free School policy on all school notice 
boards

 • include details in pupil handbooks and 
orientation guides

 • provide opportunities for pupils to 
design posters, banners, and signs, 
using the Tobacco-Free School logo, to 
communicate the new policy

 • actively inform pupils about opportunities 
for stop smoking support in their 
community and provide information about 
how pupils can access these services

 • involve pupil clubs and sports teams to 
assist in communicating the policy

 • encourage, support and empower pupils 
to appropriately question staff members, 
fellow pupils and visitors who are violating 
the policy

 • include information in student newspaper 
articles and on school websites

Suggestions for 
effective communication 
with teachers and 
support staff:
 • provide every school employee with a 

copy of the new Tobacco-Free School 
policy and a letter of explanation from the 
head teacher. 

 • discuss the Tobacco-Free School policy at 
staff meetings and new staff orientation 

 • training and awareness raising sessions 
on the Tobacco-Free School policy for all 
teachers and school support staff 

 • post information, along with a copy of the 
Tobacco-Free School policy, in all staff 
lounges or offices 

 • include information in staff newsletters 

 • tell staff about opportunities for tobacco 
cessation support services in the community 
and provide information regarding how staff 
can access these services 

 • inform potential employees of the policy 
in during recruitment process. Include a 
statement about being a Tobacco-Free 
School on all job applications.

Communication 
Without effective communication, most 
new Tobacco-Free School policies will be 
unenforceable and, ultimately, ineffective. 

Lack of knowledge, confidence and support 
amongst pupils, teachers, support staff and 
parents for a Tobacco-Free School policy 
will very quickly erode the effectiveness of 
it. For any Tobacco-Free School policy to 
be developed successfully, pupils, teachers, 
support staff and parents need to be kept 
fully informed of what is being planned, what 
is expected of them and what the terms of 
their Tobacco-Free School policy will be. 

Appropriate and effective methods of 
communication will vary between different 
schools settings. We therefore provide a 
series of suggestions that can promote 
effective communication and sharing of 
information during the development of a 
tobacco-free policy.
 



Tobacco-Free Schools

35

Suggestions for 
effective communication 
with parents/guardians:
 • send a letter to parents/guardians that: 1) 

explains the Tobacco-Free School policy 
change; 2) provides the health, academic 
and social reasons for the change; 3) asks 
for support in enforcement 

 • discuss the Tobacco-Free School policy at 
PTA or similar meetings

 •
 • include an article outlining the Tobacco-

Free School policy and implications of 
the Tobacco-Free School policy in parent 
newsletters and school or community 
newspapers

Suggestions for 
effective communication 
with local communities:
 • place an advertisement/article in local 

newspapers thanking pupils, teachers and 
support staff for their support in developing 
the Tobacco-Free School policy 

 • ask other community agencies to include 
an article about the new Tobacco-Free 
School policy in their newsletters. (Provide 
them with a short article and a copy of the 
Tobacco-Free School logo, if necessary) 

 • support pupils and school staff to politely 
ask visitors and community members to 
respect the Tobacco-Free School policy. 
Avoid communicating in a way that 
sounds judgmental or that would create or 
escalate conflict 

 • ask pupils, staff, and community 
volunteers to assist in distributing 
informational flyers regarding the Tobacco-
Free School policy at school events

 • communicate the Tobacco-Free School 
policy to parent volunteers who assist 
in supervising pupils during off-school 
activities, including field trips, job 
shadowing or community service 

 • inform agencies and contractors who 
provide supplies, materials and services 
on a regular basis to the school about 
the Tobacco-Free School policy. 
Use an official memo, face-to-face 
communications or include a clause in the 
written contract agreement. 

Policy launch 

An excellent way of raising awareness of 
a new Tobacco-Free School policy is to 
organise a formal launch event. 

Organising a formal launch event helps to 
set a clear date for the implementation of the 
policy and provides an opportunity to involve 
and inform key community partners.
 
A formal launch event could include:

 • highlighting the reasons why your school 
has developed a Tobacco-Free School 
policy 

 • showcasing tobacco prevention and 
awareness raising activities and projects 
that pupils have been involved with 

 • working in partnership with community 
partners in order to illustrate the impact 
that a Tobacco-Free School policy can 
have in local communities 

 • coverage from local newspapers and radio 
stations in order to raise awareness further 
awareness of your Tobacco-Free School 
policy. 
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NOTES


