
Schools play a major role in preparing children for their 
future lives. Good education and good health go hand-
in-hand in giving children a better start in life. From early 
on, children are exposed to numerous risks to health, 
which contribute to developing diseases sooner or later 
in the life course. 

Noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) are increasingly 
being recognized as major challenges to health and 
development worldwide. They result from a well-known 
set of modifiable risk factors and develop into diseases 
with a major impact on health, resulting in sickness or 
even of early death. The good thing is that establishing 
healthy habits early in life helps to prevent these 
diseases. This is why the World Health Organization 
(WHO) believes that schools are the ideal places to 
promote healthy habits and life-skills to prevent illness 
as well as improve health and well-being among children 
and their families.

NCDs are a group of four major diseases: cardiovascular 
(heart) diseases, cancer, chronic respiratory (lung) 
diseases and diabetes. Together, they kill 38 million 
people worldwide each year. Other chronic conditions, 
particularly oral diseases, contribute to reduced 
educational performance and quality of life of children. 
All diseases share four modifiable risk factors: unhealthy 
diet, insufficient physical activity, tobacco use and 
harmful use of alcohol.

Today, we live in a world where these risk factors are 
found everywhere: processed foods that are very high 
in salt, sugar, saturated fats and trans-fats have become 
the staple food in nearly every corner of the world and 
are aggressively marketed and advertised, especially 
targeting young, impressionable children. Together with 
a lack of physical activity, these factors have resulted in 
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a dramatic increase in childhood obesity and overweight 
across all countries. It is estimated that, globally, 
more than 40 million preschool children are obese or 
overweight and thus at greater risk for developing NCDs 
such as heart disease, cancer and diabetes. Tobacco and 
alcohol consumption are often promoted together with 
a glamorous and positive image, misleading children 
and adolescents to start these unhealthy habits at ever-
younger ages. Moreover, dental caries (tooth decay) is 
the most common chronic disease worldwide, affecting 
60–90% of children. As most decay remains untreated, 
chronic pain, infection and other negative impacts on 
health and general development are common.

WHO strongly encourages all stakeholders to tackle 
these challenges now, and not when the illnesses have 
taken hold. Together with parents, schools play a crucial 
role in promoting healthy behaviours and in enhancing 
positive life-skills among students, thereby making 
a lasting impact on their health and well-being, their 
families and the wider community.

In order to help you to address the increasing threat of 
NCDs, WHO has developed the Healthier Schools Toolkit. 
It is designed to promote healthy lifestyles among 
students today in order to reduce their risk of developing 
NCDs later in life. The Toolkit will provide you with basic 
knowledge about the risk factors for NCDs and explain 
how you, as responsible educators, can contribute to 
promoting health in the broadest sense. The required 
simple lifestyle changes cost nothing but will benefit the 
students and will make your school a healthier place. 
Such changes are possible in every school, irrespective 
of the socioeconomic setting. 

Working in partnership with you and all education staff, 
we hope that this toolkit will provide the guidance you 
need to encourage students to make healthier choices 
today so that they live longer and enjoy productive 
lives tomorrow.
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The world of children and adolescents is full of oppor-
tunities for learning and thriving; unfortunately, they are 
also increasingly exposed to significant risks, which impair 
their development and health, as well as their schooling. 
These risks may lead to serious health complications, 
premature onset of diseases and even death.

Due to demographic changes, globalization and lifestyle 
transitions, there has been a significant  increase in 
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs). Cardiovascular 
diseases (related to the heart and blood vessels), cancer, 
chronic respiratory (lung) diseases and diabetes constitute 
the main group of NCDs. This group is responsible for the 
major (and growing) disease burden across all countries 
and populations. Other NCDs that have an impact, 
especially on school-age children, include injuries, oral 
diseases, stress and mental illnesses, which result in a 
reduced quality of life and poor academic performance of 
children. All these diseases are mainly related to exposure 
to four key risk factors: unhealthy diet, physical inactivity, 
tobacco use and the harmful use of alcohol.

Habits are formed early in life; they are difficult to change 
once established and have lifelong consequences 
that either benefit or harm health. Schoolchildren and 
adolescents are at a receptive age and most vulnerable 
to developing risky behaviours. Many of the NCDs that 
manifest in adulthood have their roots in exposure to 
risk factors and unhealthy habits established during 
childhood and adolescence. Schools therefore have 
a great potential and responsibility for empowering 
children, together with their parents and the community, 
to withstand these risk factors, and equip them with life 
skills to make healthy choices. By providing a supportive 
and safe environment, promoting and reinforcing healthy 
habits, providing access to healthy food and beverages, 
ensuring daily physical activity, and restricting access 
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to tobacco and alcohol products, schools can create 
a culture and social norms conducive to health and     
well-being. 

Preventing NCDs by focusing on key risk factors is a 
cost-effective approach, and can easily be incorporated 
in school health activities and frameworks, such as the 
WHO Health Promoting Schools concept. 

This guidebook provides the basic facts about the most 
prevalent NCDs and suggests practical actions that can 
be taken at the school level to prevent and address 
unhealthy behaviours. It aims to encourage, guide and 
support school principals and teachers to become active 
in promoting healthy habits and preventing exposure 
to risk factors among children and adolescents in the 
school setting.  
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NCDs are the main diseases of our times. They 
cause major challenges to individuals, families and 
communities. They also put a strain on health systems 
and limit sustainable development around the world.

The main NCDs include the following 
disease groups:

Cardiovascular (heart) diseases (CVDs) are a 
group of diseases that involve the heart and blood 
vessels. The major CVDs include coronary heart 
disease and stroke.

Cancer is caused by the rapid and uncontrolled 
growth of abnormal cells. These cells outlive normal 
cells and have the ability to spread to other parts of 
the body. 

Diabetes is the inclusive term for a number of 
conditions marked by high levels of blood glucose 
resulting from defects in insulin production, insulin 
action or both. Over time, uncontrolled diabetes 
seriously damages many of the body’s systems, 
especially the nerves and blood vessels, and thus 
affects the heart, kidney, eyes, lower limbs, feet and 
most other organs.

Chronic obstructive pulmonary (lung) diseases 
are long-standing diseases of the air passages of the 
lungs, which restrict normal breathing.

Other important NCDs that particularly 
affect schoolchildren include the following:

Tooth decay (dental caries) is the result of 
metabolism of sugars to acids by oral bacteria. Over 
time, this causes demineralization and destruction 

What are noncommunicable 
diseases (NCDs)?

NCDs are lifecourse 
diseases with an early 
onset and lifelong 
consequences.
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of hard tooth tissue. If not treated in time, tooth 
decay leads to pain, infection, abscess formation and 
possibly tooth loss.

Injuries can be unintentional, such as traffic collisions, 
burns, falls and drowning, as well as intentional, such 
as interpersonal violence, abuse, rape and self-harm.

Mental diseases in childhood are often related to 
experiences of violence, drug and alcohol use, or 
extended periods of stress.

2
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Why do NCDs matter?

NCDs kill – they are the most important cause 
of mortality worldwide. In 2012 they caused 38 
million deaths, or two thirds of all deaths, most 
of which were premature (before the age of 70 
years). Projections estimate that the total number 
of deaths will increase to 55 million in 2030 if NCDs 
are not adequately addressed.

NCDs severely affect the World Health Organization 
(WHO) South-East Asia Region – they caused 
an estimated 8.5 million deaths in 2012 and this 
number is expected to further increase. 

NCDs can affect everyone – many NCDs are 
lifecourse diseases with an early onset and lifelong 
consequences, often leading to an impaired 
quality of life, and frequently requiring lifelong care                     
or medication.

•

•

•

NCDs increase inequality – unhealthy behaviour 
and related NCDs disproportionally affect poor 
communities, contributing to social and economic 
inequalities and exacerbating poverty.

NCDs and their related disability and mortality hinder 
economic and overall sustainable development 
– they affect people in their productive years and 
lead to missed days at work and school (e.g. tooth 
decay is the most common childhood disease and a 
frequent reason for being absent from school).

NCDs can be effectively prevented at no or low 
cost, but prevention needs to be started early in 
life otherwise the number of cases will dramatically 
increase. 

NCDs will overwhelm health systems if they are not 
prevented and addressed early. Thus, action needs 
to be taken now.

NCDs can be effectively 
prevented at no or low 
cost, but prevention 
needs to be started 
early in life.
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Globalization, rapid urbanization, socioeconomic 
development, increase in motorized vehicles and 
marketing have led to changes in living conditions, 
lifestyles and consumption patterns. All these 
developments have contributed to increased exposure 
to a set of key risk factors responsible for causing most 
NCDs; these include consumption of an unhealthy 
diet, physical inactivity, tobacco use and harmful use 
of alcohol. Reducing exposure to these common, 
modifiable risk factors early in life greatly improves the 
chances of staying healthy throughout life course.

UNHEALTHY DIET

An unhealthy diet is usually characterized by a low 
intake of fresh fruits and vegetables, and a high intake 
of processed foods rich in salt, sugar, saturated fats and 
trans-fats (bad fats). Such a diet is unhealthy for many 
reasons:

High salt consumption is a key risk factor for 
developing high blood pressure and can lead to 
a number of conditions, such as hypertension, 
osteoporosis, stomach cancer and obesity.

High consumption of “bad” fats raises the level 
of cholesterol in the blood, which is linked to the 
development of heart disease. Foods high in bad 
fats include red meat, butter, cheese and ice cream, 
as well as processed foods made with trans-fats 
from partially hydrogenated oil. 

High and frequent intake of free sugars (sugars 
added by the manufacturer, cook or consumer, as 
well as sugars naturally present in honey, syrups 
and fruit juices), especially in the form of snacks and 

What causes NCDs and how 
can they be prevented?

Reducing exposure to 
behavioural risk factors 
early in life greatly 
increases the chances 
of staying healthy 
throughout life course.

3

sugar-sweetened beverages such as soft drinks, can 
lead to tooth decay.

Fats and free sugars may often be hidden in 
processed food. These are rich in calories and may 
result in a reduced intake of qualitative nutritious 
food and an increase in total caloric consumption. 
This can lead to overweight and obesity, which 
are, in turn, key risk factors for the development 
of cancer, high blood pressure and cholesterol, 
atherosclerosis, diabetes and heart disease.

3
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Actions to improve diet and nutrition 

Reduce the intake of salt and sodium from all 
sources and opt for iodized salt. The total daily 
intake of salt and sodium from all sources (including 
processed food, which contains large amounts of 
salt and sodium) should be no more than 5 g salt 
(about 1 teaspoon) and no more than 2g sodium per 

“
1
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day for adults (to be adjusted downward according 
to weight, age and energy requirements of children 
relative to adults).

Reduce the consumption of total fats. Replace 
saturated fats with mono- and polyunsaturated fats, 
and eliminate industrially produced trans-fats.

Reduce the total amount and frequency of free sugar 
consumption throughout the day. WHO recommends 
that the frequency of consumption of food and 
beverages containing free sugars should not exceed a 
maximum of four times a day, and free sugars should 
constitute less than 10% of the total energy intake per 
day. It is further suggested that a reduction in intake 
of free sugars to below 5% of total energy intake per 
day would have additional benefits. Five per cent 

•

•

of total energy intake is equivalent to around 25 g 
(around 6 teaspoons) of sugar per day for an adult, 
and proportionately less for a child. 

Increase the consumption of fresh fruits and 
vegetables1  to at least five servings (80–100 g each 
or one fistful) per day and increase the intake of 
legumes, whole grains, nuts and food high in fibre, 
vitamins and minerals. 

Limit excess calorie intake, and reduce portion 
size and energy density of foods to achieve energy 
balance (balance between intake of calories through 
food and beverages and calories burned through 
physical excercise) to maintain a healthy body 
weight and ensure optimal nutrient intake.

•

•
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PHYSICAL INACTIVITY

Regular exercise and physical activity are important for 
children and adolescents to maintain a healthy weight, 
develop strong muscles and reduce the risk of developing 
NCDs during the life course. However, sedentary 
lifestyles are widespread, making physical inactivity a 
key risk factor for mortality due to NCDs. Overweight and 
obesity, which are mainly caused by physical inactivity 
combined with a poor diet, can increase the risk for high 
blood pressure and high levels of cholesterol, asthma, 
arthritis, heart disease, some cancers, diabetes and 
even death. In 2012, more than 40 million children under 
the age of 5 years were overweight or obese.

Actions to increase physical activity 

Promote physical activity, including instructed sports 
and exercise, as well as free and recreational play, 
and other activities such as walking, household work 
or gardening.

Healthy children and adolescents aged 5–17 years 
should engage in at least 60 minutes (possible 
in multiple short bouts throughout the day) of 
moderate- to vigorous-intensity physical activity daily.

Physical activity for more than 60 minutes provides 
additional health benefits.

Children and youth with disabilities should follow 

2

Benefits of a healthy and nutritious diet

Contributes to healthy growth and development

Improves learning potential and school performance

Improves well-being

Enables healthy adulthood and reduces the risk of developing chronic noncommunicable diseases 

during the life course

Maintains healthy teeth and gums, and reduces the risk of dental caries

Improves knowledge of a healthy and nutritious diet among children. Particularly when girls have 

such knowledge, it positively impacts on health and social development. 

•
•
•
•

•
•

What causes NCDs and how can they be prevented?
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these recommendations whenever possible. The 
type of physical activity needs to be adapted to their 
health status, type and intensity of disability. 

Actions to prevent injuries during physical 
activity

Make sure that playgrounds and areas where 
physical activity is practised are safe (no pointed 
structures, and equipment used is sturdy and well 
fixed) and all injury-prone elements are eliminated.

Ensure that children start slowly if they have not 
been physically active, and increase the frequency 
and intensity of activity over time. Warm up before 
starting physical activity, and stretch muscles at the 
end of the physical activity.

Ensure that children wear protection gear when 
practising certain sports (such as helmets when 
cycling, mouthguards for contact sports).

Promote fair play.

LAYING THE FOUNDATION FOR HEALTHY LIVING
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Intensity of physical activity

Moderate aerobic activity

- Requires a moderate amount of effort and accelerates the heart rate and breathing noticeably

- Examples: brisk walking, cycling, dancing, gardening, chores

Vigorous aerobic activity

- Requires a large amount of effort and causes rapid breathing and a substantial increase in   

  heart rate

- Examples: fast running, cycling, swimming, playing soccer and basketball

Strengthening activities

- Strengthening muscles and bones

- Examples: climbing, swinging, running, walking, jumping rope

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Benefits of physical activity for health, overall development and 
quality of life

Helps to maintain a healthy body weight

Improves fitness

Contributes to developing a healthy and strong heart, lungs, bones, muscles and joints

Improves posture, motor skills, movement control and coordination

Decreases stress

Improves mental health

Increases concentration

Improves academic performance

Improves self-esteem

Increases opportunities for social interaction (promoting cooperation and fair play), socializing 

and integration

Improves adoption of other healthy behaviours such as avoidance of tobacco, alcohol and drug 

use, and violence.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

TOBACCO USE 

Tobacco use is the single most important risk factor for 
NCDs. It damages the body immediately and is harmful 
even if used for only a short period of time. Tobacco is 
available both in the smokeless (chewing) and smoking 
forms, and causes more harm when used at an earlier 
age. Nicotine has many adverse effects on the body and 
is highy additictive, making it difficult to quit once started. 
Tobacco smoke contains more than 4 000 chemicals and 
chemical compounds, many of which are toxic. At least 
250 are known to be harmful and more than 50 chemicals 
are known to cause cancer. Second hand smoke also 
has serious and often fatal health consequences, as it 
contains the same harmful chemicals. 

Smoking tobacco is by far the most popular form of 
tobacco use globally and is estimated to cause about 
71% of all lung cancer cases, 42% of chronic respiratory 
diseases and nearly 10% of all heart diseases. Every 
day, more than 15 000 people, or almost 6 million 
people a year, die both from direct tobacco use and 
inhaling second hand smoke. By 2020, this number 
will increase to 7.5 million, accounting for 10% of all 

“Tobacco use starts 
most often during 
youth and young 
adulthood; therefore, 
action to prevent 
tobacco use need to 
start early.
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deaths. Exposure to tobacco smoke can cause early 
CVD, reduce lung functions, increase the frequency 
of lung infections and asthma attacks, and lead to 
cancer and even premature death. 

Smokeless tobacco – such as paan masala, gutkha 
and snus – is consumed in unburnt forms through 
chewing or sniffing, and contains many cancer-causing 
compounds. Smokeless tobacco products have been 
associated with heart disease, high blood pressure, 
oral cancer and other life-threatening conditions. 

“Do not expose 
children to second 
hand smoke.
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Tobacco use starts most often during youth and young 
adulthood; therefore, prevention needs to start early.

Actions to avoid tobacco use 

Enforce a ban on the sale of tobacco products to 
children and adolescents.

Enforce a ban on tobacco advertisement, promotion 
and sponsorship, or any kind of support from the 
tobacco industry.

Do not expose children to second hand smoke by 
creating and promoting tobacco-free public places 
and means of transport, and avoiding indoor smoking 
in general but especially when children are present.

Raise awareness and warn children and adolescents 
about the dangers of tobacco use in all its forms. 
Protect them from the related short-, mid- and long-
term health consequences of tobacco use.

Raise awareness about the manipulative marketing 
strategies of the tobacco industry. Warn children 
and adolescents about such strategies that target 
children and adolescents. 

Create social norms and a culture of non-acceptance 
of tobacco use among children and adolescents.

Act as a role model and avoid using tobacco products.

Offer support to those affected and help them to quit.

HARMFUL USE OF ALCOHOL 

Alcohol has an addictive potential and is associated with 
severe health and social consequences when consumed 
regularly and in excess. Globally, about 3.3 million 
people die each year from the harmful use of alcohol. 
Alcohol consumption is particularly harmful for children 
and adolescents, as it increases the risk of affecting and 
even impairing brain development, leading to other 
health consequences such as unconsciousness, loss of 
control and risky behaviour, resulting in injury, accidents 
and violence, substance abuse, and unprotected sex/
unplanned pregnancy. Research findings show that the 

“Research findings 
show that the earlier 
the age of initiation of 
alcohol consumption, 
the greater the chances 
of alcohol dependency 
in later life. 
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earlier the age of initiation of alcohol consumption, the 
greater the chances of alcohol dependency in later life. 

Long-term health consequences can include loss of 
appetite, serious vitamin deficiencies, stomach ailments, 
heart and central nervous system damage, memory loss, 
and cirrhosis and cancer of the liver.

Actions to avoid the use of alcohol 

Restrict the sale of alcohol to children and 
adolescents.

Promote alcohol-free public spaces.

Restrict the advertising of alcohol in public places.

Raise awareness of and warn children and 
adolescents about the manipulative marketing 
strategies of the alcohol industry. This would help to 
protect them from using alcohol.

Raise awareness and warn children and adolescents 
about the dangers of alcohol use. This would help to 
protect them from related short-, mid- and long-term 
health consequences.

Do not accept sponsorship or any other kind of 
support from the alcohol industry.

Create social norms and a culture of non-acceptance 
of alcohol consumption among children and 
adolescents.

Act as a role model.

Offer support to those affected and help them to quit.

INADEQUATE INJURY PRECAUTION AND 
PROTECTION 

Unintentional injuries that occur without intent to harm 
such as traffic collisions, drowning, poisoning, falls 
or burns, and intentional injuries caused by assault, 
self-inflicted violence or acts of war account for more 
than 5 million deaths and 10% of total global mortality 
worldwide annually. For many others, they cause 
disabilities and impair the quality of life.

Road traffic injuries can lead to severe injuries and 
disabilities with major social and economic impact. 
They are responsible for more than 300 000 avoidable 
deaths every year in the South-East Asia Region. Younger 
pedestrians are especially at risk due to their small size, 
difficulties in judging the speed and distance of an 
approaching vehicle, getting distracted more easily by 
the surroundings, and lack of adequate supervision by 
parents or others.

With an estimated 359 000 deaths annually, drowning 
is the third leading cause of death due to unintentional 
injury worldwide, accounting for 7% of all injury-
related deaths. Children are especially at a higher risk                        
of drowning.

Actions for injury precaution and protection
 

Road traffic injuries:

Provide safety instructions and repeated guided 
practice opportunities on how to safely cross the 
street and walk safely near traffic. Ask children to 
wear light/bright-coloured clothing and reflective 
materials when it is dark.

Forbid children to drive motorized vehicles such 
as a motorycle before the legally permitted age 
and before obtaining a driving licence.

Inform and instruct children and their parents that 
children should sit in the back seat of the car with 
an age- and weight-appropriate child restraint 
system or seat belt, depending on the child’s size; 
and to always wear helmets when cycling or as a 
passenger on a motorcycle.

Drowning:

Ensure that there is a fence/barrier around pools, 
ditches, ponds, cisterns/wells and irrigation channels; 
empty buckets/baths, and store them upside–down.

Use life jackets/floating devices on a boat or in 
the water.

Ensure that children are supervised when playing 
in water bodies.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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“Tooth decay (dental 
caries) is the single 
most prevalent 
noncommunicable 
disease affecting 60-
90% of children.

Be prepared to provide first aid in case of an 
emergency and ensure swift referral to medical care 
if required.

LACK OF ORAL HYGIENE

Lack of oral hygiene, together with frequent and high 
sugar intake, leads to tooth decay (dental caries). It is 
the single most prevalent noncommunicable disease 
globally, affecting about 60–90% of children. Not only 
does it cause discomfort, pain, possible tooth loss and 
a reduced quality of life, but also contributes to lack of 
concentration at school and even school absenteeism, 
thus affecting the schooling of children.

Actions to improve oral hygiene and prevent 
dental caries

Reduce the amount and frequency of free sugar 
consumption, especially from sweet snacks and 
sugar-sweetened beverages; have them only at 
mealtimes and not between meals. Consume a 
healthy diet.

•

•
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Brush teeth at least twice a day for two minutes with 
a pea-sized amount of fluoridated toothpaste. 

Brush preferably after meals (especially breakfast) 
and before going to bed. 

Toothpaste should not be swallowed and the slurry 
should be spat out after brushing without rinsing 
with water. 

Support and supervision of the right technique of 
brushing  by parents and teachers, at least in the 
beginning, is recommended.

Visit a dental or health professional for routine 
check-ups and in case of discomfort, pain or 
discoloration of the teeth.
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Schools play a critical role in promoting the health 
and safety of young people and in helping them to 
establish lifelong healthy behaviour patterns. Schools 
offer a unique setting to generate the right mindset 
and empower students with the basic skills  needed 
to make healthy choices, recognize and manage risky 
situations, learn to resist advertisements and peer 
pressure, and take greater responsibility for their 
actions. This is a window of opportunity to promote 
healthy behaviour in all students, regardless of their 
socioeconomic backgrounds.

Peer pressure has a strong influence during childhood 
and adolescence, especially when it comes to 
experimenting with alcohol and tobacco products. Mixed 
messages about the risks of alcohol and tobacco, and 
the desire to conform with their peers and “be cool” can 
overcome initial reluctance among children to try these 
harmful substances. Seeing parents, teachers and other 
role models using these substances may also trigger a 
desire in children to try alcohol and tobacco.

Interventions to promote health and prevent NCDs 
in the school setting can include a broad range of 
activities, which are often simple and easy to implement. 
A number of school health and health-promoting 
frameworks exist, which help schools to become 
healthier places, such as Focus Resources for Effective 
School Health (FRESH), the WHO Health Promoting 
Schools’ concept that aims to constantly strengthen a 
school’s capacity as a healthy setting for living, learning 
and working, or the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF)’s Child-friendly Schools framework (see the 
useful links section). These concepts offer many tools 
and templates for education administrators and school 
principals to facilitate the changes required in the way 
schools are built, maintained and managed, as well as 

Promoting healthy lifestyles 
among schoolchildren

A healthy and safe 
school setting is 
among the most cost-
effective approaches to 
health promotion and 
disease prevention.

4

how they engage with parents and communities so that 
health and safety in the broadest sense are promoted.

4

This guidebook encourages the school principal and 
teachers to take action in four key areas:

Actions relating to the school setting and its 
management, guidelines and plans;

Actions relating to curricular and extracurricular 
activities;

Actions relating to engaging with parents and the 
community at large;

Actions relating to advocacy for better health in the 
wider societal context.

These four action areas are closely related, synergistic 
and reinforce each other so that parallel activities from 
different action areas can help to achieve a greater 
impact and improve sustainability.

“
•

•

•

•
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WHAT CAN OUR SCHOOL DO TO BECOME A 
HEALTHIER SETTING?

The school setting, including its environment, facilities, 
rules and norms, determines many health-related 
aspects and behaviours of students. The aim is to 
provide them with physical and social environments that 
are clean, safe and free of health hazards, and promote 
adoption of healthy behavioural choices. Improving and 
sustaining a healthy and safe school setting is among 
the most cost-effective approaches to health promotion 
and disease prevention. Many of the actions suggested 
do not cost anything. The committment and resources 
already available in the school can have far-reaching 
positive impacts on health, behaviour and education. 

Ensure a safe and secure physical school 
environment

Provide access to safe water and sanitation for the 
promotion of overall hygiene in school – either through 
rehabilitation of existing but non-functioning facilities, 
through adaptations that make existing facilities more 
child-friendly, or through construction of appropriate 
new facilities. Such actions can be part of a school 
improvement plan, and should be discussed and 
developed with parents and the community.

Consider building simple group handwashing 
facilities to allow for daily group handwashing.

Develop a plan for operation and regular 
maintenance of facilities, including cleaning of 
toilets, and continued provision of water and 
supplies for handwashing.

Ensure that the school grounds are protected from 
outside intrusion, animals and other hazards.

Encourage waste collection and segregation, school 
gardens and other activities that keep the school 
grounds clean.

Include playgrounds and areas for physical activity 
during school planning and improvement.

Ensure that open water pools, ponds or reservoirs 
are protected against mosquito infestation and are 
properly fenced.

Provide access to safe 
water and sanitation for 
the promotion of overall 
hygiene in school.

“
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Develop, implement and monitor healthy 
school policies, guidelines and activities

Involve existing parent–teacher organizations or 
establish  a school health team, comprising teachers, 
parents and students to support the development, 
coordination and monitoring of health promotion 
policies, guidelines and activities.

Consider establishing community advisory groups, 
comprising women and men interested in health 
promotion, with diverse skills and from varied 
backgrounds, or collaborating with existing 
community groups to facilitate support, encourage 
community involvment, mobilize resources and 
disseminate information.

•

•

Ban all unhealthy food and beverages, as well as 
tobacco and alcohol products, from the school 
premises.

Ban all advertisement, promotion and sponsorship 
of unhealthy products from the school premises.

Work with the community and authorities towards 
control of the types and quality of food and 
beverages sold by street vendors and fast-food 
restaurants near the school (e.g. through a jointly 
developed code of practice or even regulation).

Convince shops and street vendors to prohibit the 
sale of tobacco and alcohol products to children 
and adolescents. 

•

•

•

•
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Ensure the availability and affordability of healthy 
food and beverage choices in the school cafeteria/
shops/stalls or in the context of the school feeding 
programmes (if available).

Promote skills-based health education aimed at 
developing knowledge, attitudes, values and life 
skills to make healthy choices.

Prohibit violence and physical punishment, thus 
reducing stress as well as mental and physical trauma.

Create social norms and a supportive culture 
conducive to health promotion and disease 
prevention 

Act as role models by consuming healthy products, 
being physically fit, and by avoiding tobacco and 
alcohol products.

Provide clear, consistent, coherent and simple 
health messages appropriate for students in terms 
of age, culture and gender.

•

•

•

•
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Establish social norms conducive to preventing and 
controlling NCDs.

Create a positive and supportive psychosocial 
environment, respecting the needs of girls and boys 
of different age groups.

Promote a stress-free environment through 
developing a culture of non-tolerance for physical 
punishment, bullying, harassment, violence and 
sexual abuse.

Promote cooperation, social interaction, tolerance, 
solidarity and mutual respect.

Ensure that early symptoms of stress among pupils 
are recognized, the causes addressed and the stress 
appropriately reduced.

WHAT TEACHERS AND CHILDREN CAN DO 
– SKILLS-BASED EDUCATION AND KEY 
MESSAGES

In health education, it is important to send clear and 
unified messages through multiple channels so that 
they reach students effectively. Evidence shows that 
such messages are much better understood, applied 
and ingrained into personal behaviour if the learning 
process is based on acquiring practical skills rather than 
on knowledge transfer alone.

Improve overall healthy behaviours

Establish and maintain a safe and clean school 
environment by developing a plan with time-lines 
and responsibilities for students.

Use group hand-washing facilities to implement 
daily group activities, such as hand-washing 
with soap and brushing the teeth with fluoride 
toothpaste, thus encouraging skills-based education 
and peer-led activities.

Include health promotion activities as regular and 
constant features in the curriculum and link them 
with other subjects. Ensure that learning is based 
on acquisition of skills and complemented by 
information transfer
. 
Encourage children to apply their knowledge and 
skills regarding health at home with their siblings 
and parents.

Teach students about the manipulative and 
misleading power and impact of advertisements for 
unhealthy food and beverages, tobacco and alcohol. 
Students should be able to recognize and be aware 
of the various marketing and media strategies used 
in order to resist their influence.

Identify – and perhaps even invite – role models 
(e.g. celebrities, popular athletes) who are health 
conscious to encourage students to adopt a 
healthy lifestyle. If possible, create role models 
among older students so that younger students 
are positively influenced.

Ban all unhealthy food 
and beverages, as well 
as tobacco and alcohol 
products from the 
school premises.

“
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Consider developing a rewards system for healthy 
behaviour, clever choices or for being a role model 
for the major risk factors (e.g. write the student’s 
name on a notice board/nominate her/him as the 
student of the month, give prizes and awards in 
the form of footballs, volleyballs, skipping ropes or 
indoor basketball hoops).

Use creative education activities for promoting 
healthy behaviours and avoiding, reducing and 
quitting unhealthy behaviours. Such activities 
could include plays, essay competitions, crossword 
puzzles, quiz contests, skits, drawing and designing 
posters and postcards highlighting the benefits of 
avoiding risks and unhealthy lifestyle choices, and 
the consequences of not doing so.

Promote a healthy diet

Inform and raise awareness among students about a 
healthy diet and how to avoid an unhealthy diet.

Develop a list of healthy foods/beverages adapted 
to locally available food systems for parents, which 
students can bring for lunch. 

Initiate and maintain a school garden where children 
can learn about vegetables and fruits, and how to 
grow and prepare them.  

Guide and encourage students to develop a 
campaign to promote a healthy diet and lifestyle, 
and reward the student with the best campaign 
activity/poster/slogan. 

Organize cookery demonstration classes to 
promote healthy cooking and provide the students 
with opportunities to try new food that is  tasty and 
healthy.

Promote physical activity 

Ensure that there is adequate time in the curriculum 
for organized moderate-to-vigorous physical activity 
according to the age and skill-level of students.
 
Physical activity should include instructed as well 
as free play and recreational activities that motivate 
and reinforce the interest of students. 

•
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Provide students with a wide choice of activities 
such as football, basketball, cricket, dancing, 
walking, skipping, climbing, running, hiking, 
swimming, tennis or bicycling.

Build physical activities into the classroom lessons. 
Help answer simple math problems, for example, by 
doing jumping jacks.

Include classroom activity breaks; for example, 
periodic 10-minute aerobic exercises as an activity 
component of academic lessons.

During recess, give students the chance to have free 
physical activity and play, and to practise what they 
have learnt in the physical education class.

Initiate sport teams or clubs (e.g. playing within 
school and against schools of the area).

Involve students in cleaning the school premises 
and in gardening.

Develop extracurricular physical activity programmes 
and a range of sporting activities of a competitive or 
non-competitive nature after school.

Encourage walking/cycling to school, but first ensure 
that the way to and from school is safe (e.g. identify 
safe roads to school, assign a crossing guard, use 
reflectors in case it is dark outside on the way to or 
from school).

Discourage tobacco use

Inform and raise awareness among students about 
the benefits of avoiding tobacco products, and 
the dangers and negative impact of using them, 
emphasizing that no tobacco product is safe. 

Facilitate discussions on peer pressure-led 
experimentation with and initiation to tobacco, the 
fatal and addictive nature of tobacco, ways to quit 
and remain a non-user, and ways to handle and 
prevent a relapse.

Senior students can become role models in 
advocating for the creation of a tobacco-free school 
and smoke-free public places. They can lobby for 

Involvement of parents, 
family members and 
community in making 
the school environment 
safe and healthy.
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tobacco control legislation, enforcement of the ban 
on tobacco advertising, promotion and sponsorship, 
and the sale of tobacco products to minors, as well 
as taxation of tobacco products. Thus, they will also 
become anti-tobacco role models for their peers.

Identify students who use tobacco, or those who 
may be vulnerable to the use of these substances. 
The school and staff should help and support these 
children to quit tobacco use immediately and/or 
refer them to supportive interventions, if available. 

Discourage alcohol use

Educate children on alcohol use early, starting in 
primary school, as young children should know 
about the dangers of alcohol before they have the 
chance to experience it for themselves. Students 

should be educated about the harmful effects 
of alcohol, such as its impact on and possible 
impairment of brain development. Alcohol use may 
also result in unconsciousness and loss of control, 
which could cause unintentional and intentional 
injuries and accidents, as well as the adoption of 
risky behaviours. Such behaviours include violence, 
criminal behaviour, experimenting with illegal drugs, 
having underage and unsafe sex, and tobacco 
use. In addition, alcohol misuse affects the family, 
community and wider society.

Inform and raise awareness among students about 
the dangers and negative impact of consuming 
alcohol products. This can be done through  
brainstorming exercises to identify the impact of 
alcohol consumption, giving students assignments 
such as creating posters on the harmful impact of 

•

•

•
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alcohol products, writing on alcohol misuse and 
the harms it causes in the school newsletter, or 
organizing essay competitions.

Facilitate discussions on peer pressure-led 
experimentation with and initiation to alcohol, the 
fatal and addictive nature of alcohol, ways to quit 
and remain a non-consumer, and ways to handle 
and prevent a relapse.

Identify students who consume alcohol and those 
who may be vulnerable to consumption. The school 
and staff should help and support these children to 
avoid or quit alcohol use immediately and/or refer 
them to supportive interventions, if available. 

HOW CAN THE SCHOOL ENGAGE WITH 
PARENTS AND THE COMMUNITY?

As the behaviour of children is influenced not only by 
the school but also by the family and sociocultural 
environment in which they live, the involvement of 
parents, family members and the community is crucial 

for preventing NCD risk factors and sustaining healthy 
habits outside the school context. Parental awareness, 
monitoring and expectations, as well as lifestyle 
choices are important for developing and maintaining 
healthy behaviour patterns. Similarly, the community 
is an important determinant of knowledge, values, 
beliefs and practices. Therefore, family and community 
members should be involved from early on. As the link 
between schools and the surrounding community is 
reciprocal, schools can also be involved in community 
enhancement projects. 

Activities to engage parents and the 
community could comprise the following:

Include NCD risks and healthy behaviour in 
meetings such as regular parent–teacher meetings/
community meetings, and engage in discussions 
about the importance of healthy behaviour, how to 
prevent exposure to risk factors and how parents 
can act as positive role models for their children. 
In addition, ask and take into account their views, 
ideas and concerns.

CALENDER OF HEALTH DAYS

4 February

World Cancer Day

12 March

World Oral 
Health Day

7 April

World Health Day

31 May

World No 
Tobacco Day

29 September

World Heart Day

14 November

World Diabetes Day

•
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CALENDER OF HEALTH DAYS

4 February

World Cancer Day

12 March

World Oral 
Health Day

7 April

World Health Day

31 May

World No 
Tobacco Day

29 September

World Heart Day

14 November

World Diabetes Day

Mobilize parents to participate in school health 
interventions such as nutrition and diet-related 
interventions, and (extracurricular) physical 
activities.

Involve parents and community members in 
making the school environment safe and healthy, 
e.g. through construction, rehabilitation and 
maintenance of water and sanitation facilities, 
repair/modification of injury-prone facilities 
on playgrounds/school premises, or through 
contributions to the construction of playgrounds or 
areas for exercise.

Organize and celebrate specific health days together 
with parents and the community (see calendar of 
WHO health days) to raise awareness on health and 
NCD risk factors.

Involvement of parents, 
family members and 
the community is 
crucial for preventing 
NCD risk factors.

“
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Showcase the impact of positive changes in the 
school setting to advocate for sustained and 
increased support from authorities (e.g. through 
increased budgets for school improvement plans).

Get involved in reviewing and revising school 
guidelines and policies at the district, regional 
and national levels in order to make schools 
healthier places.

Ensure that national standards for school 
infrastructure, particularly in the areas of water and 
sanitation, are met and sustained.

Advocate for health promotion and physical activity 
to be an integral part of and an important and 
obligatory subject within the curriculum.

Advocate for the inclusion of health promotion and 
physical activity in teachers’ (in-service) training.

Advocate for improved road safety around the school 
premises and the wider community (sidewalks, safe 
road crossings, adequate roadway lighting, measures 
to slow down vehicular traffic, etc.).

HOW CAN SCHOOLS ADVOCATE FOR 
IMPROVEMENT IN THE WIDER POLICY 
AREA?

Everywhere, schools are important centres of community 
life. Whatever happens in and around the school is 
noticed and commented upon within the community 
and local media. This gives schools opportunities for 
interaction with a wide range of community stakeholders 
and initiating change beyond the school. School 
principals and teachers can claim this power to influence 
parents and decision-makers, and  advocate for stronger 
policies to protect children from undue risks. 

Advocacy activities may include the 
following:

Support local/national campaigns on healthy diets 
and promotion of physical activity, as well as against 
tobacco use and alcohol consumption among 
children and adolescents (ban on unhealthy food, 
beverages, alcohol and tobacco products on school 
premises and surrounding areas).

Support local/national campaigns for tobacco- and 
alcohol-free zones around schools and public spaces.

4 •
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Health and the educational performance of children are 
inextricably linked – investments in health are thus also 
investments in better education. Schools can create a 
culture and social norms conducive to health and well-
being. A healthy and safe school setting is among the 
most cost-effective approaches to health promotion and 
disease prevention.

NCDs, the most common diseases of our times, have 
their roots in risky behaviours acquired during childhood. 
Schools are therefore important places to prevent early 
exposure to the key risk factors of NCDs, to empower 
children and parents to recognize these risks, and to 
make the right lifestyle choices in order to stay healthy. 
Prevention of NCDs can easily be incorporated into other 
school health activities and frameworks, such as the 
WHO Health Promoting Schools concept. 

Promoting healthy lifestyles among children includes 
the consumption of a healthy diet low in salt, sugar and 
saturated fat, and at least five servings of fresh fruits and 
vegetables a day, physical activity for at least 60 minutes/
day, avoidance of tobacco and alcohol use, improved 
oral hygiene, access to safe water and sanitation, and 
protection from injury and violence.

This guidebook provides the basic facts on the most 
prevalent NCDs and suggests practical actions that can 
be taken at the school level to prevent and address 
unhealthy behaviours. The adaptation of this guidebook 
to a specific school context remains a key task of the 
principal, teachers, parents and the community at large. 

Conclusion

Investments in health 
are also investments in 
better education.

5
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Useful links
World Health Organization. Child health [web page]. 
http://www.who.int/topics/child_health/en/, ac-
cessed 23 July 2014.

World Health Organization. School health and youth 
health promotion [web page]. http://www.who.int/
school_youth_health/en/, accessed 23 July 2014.
 
World Health Organization. WHO Information series 
on school health. http://www.who.int/school_
youth_health/resources/information_series/en/, 
accessed 23 July 2014.

UNICEF. Health promotion [web page]. http://www.
unicef.org/wash/index_schools.html,  accessed 23 
July 2014.

The Partnership for Child Development. Focus-
ing Resources on Effective School Health (FRESH) 
framework. http://www.schoolsandhealth.org/fresh-
framework, accessed 23 July 2014.

UNICEF. Child-friendly schools. http://www.unicef.
org/cfs/, accessed 23 July 2014.
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