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Innovation in a fast· 
changing Europe 
Vivian Barnekow Rasmussen, David Rivett & Erio Ziglio 

A fast-changing Europe needs 
an innovative effort to create 
a climate of care and support 
in the schools. This network 
represents a sound investment 
for the future of Europe. 

The European Network of Health
Promoting Schools is a concrete 
example of an activity that has 

successfully incorporated the ener
gies of three major European agen
cies in the joint pursuit of their goals 
in school health promotion. 
Launched in 1991, the project is a 
tripartite activity of the Commission 
of the European Communities, the 
Council of Europe and WHO's 
Regional Office for Europe. The 
joint planning and management of 
the Network was one of the recom
mendations of the three agencies' 
Conference on Health Education 
held in Strasbourg, France, in 
September 1990, and it builds on the 
collaborative work done in the 1980s 
in the pilot project "Education for 
Health". 

Such pragmatic collaboration is 
essential to avoid duplication and 
provide a framework within which to 
foster and sustain innovation, dis
seminate models of good practice, 
and make opportunities for health 
promotion in schools more equitably 
available throughout Europe. The 
enthusiasm generated by this project 
is demonstrated by its rapid develop
ment, from a small pilot activity 
involving four countries in 1991, to 
the large complex of activities we see 
today, in which 37 countries partici
pate. 

Countries committed to this pan
European initiative are directing 
their energies towards the final goal 
of creating supportive environments 
for health within schools. This goal 
is being pursued by promoting 
within the curriculum positive views 
on health and safety, which in tum 
influence teaching and learning 
styles. This is an ambitious goal, but 
a fast-changing Europe needs this 
innovative effort to create a climate 
of care and support in schools. 
The health-promoting school seeks 
to achieve healthy lifestyles for the 
total school population by providing 
safe and health-enhancing social and 
physical environments in which to 
live, work and learn. Through its 
management structures, its internal 
and external relationships, the teach
ing and learning style it adopts and 
the methods it uses to interact with 
its social environment, the school 
will enable pupils and staff to control 
and improve their physical and 
emotional health. The health-pro
moting school should be seen by 
European countries as an investment. 

Places in which to live and 
learn 
Beginning as a small pilot project, 
the Network now includes over 500 
project schools with 400 000 stu
dents in 37 countries. A further 2000 
schools are linked through national 
or regional arrangements to the 
Network, which provides a unique 
platform for cross-country exchanges 
and partnerships. 

The Network does not belong to 
the international organizations but is 
supported by them, morally and 
technically as well as financially. It 
belongs to the participating schools, 
with the primary objective of im
proving and protecting the physical 
and emotional health and welfare of 
pupils, teachers, non-teaching staff 
and the wider community. 

The three sponsoring agencies 
have formed an international plan
ning committee, and a technical 
secretariat is hosted by WHO's 
Regional Office for Europe. Each 
country with pilot schools has a 

"Improving and protecting the physical and emotional welfare of pupils, teachers and the 
community". 
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national coordinator, and the coordi
nators meet at least once a year to 
discuss their experience, needs and 
challenges. The technical secretariat 
supports the coordinators with tech
nical guidance, and produces teach
ing and training resources and other 
material. 

Thanks to the commitment and 
eagerness of the project schools, a 
considerable variety of programmes 
have already been initiated. These 
programmes have the following 
features in common: active collabo
ration between pupils, staff, parents 
and the community in making the 
health-promoting schools a reality; 
environmental improvements which 
have affected the ethos of the school; 
school policy development in spe
cific areas; and the creation of a 
supportive atmosphere for teaching 
and learning. 

Twinning proiects 
From the very beginning, the project 
has aimed at including a European 
dimension, where twinning projects 
at both national and local level are 
ways of sharing experience and 
gaining international understanding 
and mutual respect. Several twin
ning programmes have started 
already, involving the sharing of 
information and the development of 
parallel health promotion activities, 
with the help of such tools as elec
tronic communication and video 
recordings, together with the ex
change of teachers as well as stu
dents. These are monitored on a 
regular basis and the results are 
published in newsletters and other 
media. 

Indeed the Network is now a 
large, complex, and truly European 
project and has been hailed as an 
exemplary model of collaboration 
between the three agencies that 
coordinate it. It is also beginning to 
gather real evidence of success. 
Some examples: 
• The project has from the very 

beginning focused strongly on 
collaboration between all the 
partners concerned. At the na
tional level, the formal agreement 

on a joint commitment to the 
project from both ministries of 
health and ministries of education 
has opened the way to a more 
effective approach to health 
promotion and education. 

• Several countries are already on 
the point of forming a national 
curriculum on health education 
based on the experience gained in 
the first phase of the project. 

• The mobilization of resources to 
provide technical support through 
specific tools and training has 
proved increasingly successful. 

• Exchanges and cooperation 
between countries and schools 
have strengthened the network 
and improved the quality of 
initiatives based on health
promoting schools. 

• The project is reported to have an 
increasing impact on democrati
zation in schools as well as in pre
service and in-service teacher 
training. 

• Some countries are reporting that 
the project has had an impact on 
policy development at national 
level. 

• In several countries, networks are 
now expanding to include more 
schools and thus the original idea 
of the pilot phase moving into the 
phase of dissemination and coun
trywide development is increas
ingly being fulfilled. 

The Technical Secretariat receives 
funding from WHO and the 
Commission for the Coordination of 
Project Activities in European Union 
member states. The Commission 
also gives member states funding for 
country support. Other countries 
within the Network, in particular 
countries of central and eastern 
Europe, receive funding from WHO 
as well as voluntary donations from 
countries such as Austria, the 
Netherlands and Switzerland. 

Particular problems are faced by 
some national coordinators, trainers 
and teachers in introducing new 
methodologies and practices into 
education and health systems. Many 
classroom teachers are not used to 
introducing new teaching methods 
and feel insecure about trying them 
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out. Many school administrators 
lack confidence in introducing 
change into school management 
structures. Trainers, although eager 
to learn new methods, require sub
stantial training themselves by 
competent group work experts. It is 
within this challenging context that 
the cooperation offered jointly by 
the sponsoring agencies is greatly 
appreciated by European countries. 
The introduction of changes on the 
scale required by a health-promoting 
school needs skilful management if 
the new elements are to be finally 
established as a legitimate part of 
school life. 

In the next phase of develop
ment, the Network will seek to 
reduce inequalities in health and 
education by introducing carefully 
targeted activities aimed at vulnera
ble groups, and at specific areas such 
as disadvantaged inner cities and 
rural districts. 

At the International Planning 
Committee meeting held in 
November 1995, a new development 
plan was endorsed by the three 
sponsoring bodies. It includes a 
working document setting out the 
strategy, aims and priorities for the 
future development of the Network. 
Europe can look forward to a 
strengthened and expanding 
Network of Health-Promoting 
Schools; it represents a sound invest
ment for the future of Europe. • 
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