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Health can be "contagious"! 
Sergio G. Meresman 

about in the classroom. A
rgentina's 
"Health
Generating 

Schools" experiment 
stems from an investi
gation into health 
promotion in schools, 
undertaken by the 
Institute for Research 
in Education Sciences 
at Buenos Aires 
University. Last year 
we drew up a pilot 

"Health is something wonderful", says the poster on healthy nutrition designed for the 
school by the children themselves. 

The final step was 
to evaluate and synthe
size the process, with 
maximum input from 
pupils and parents, 
making the local com
munity a part of the 
process. This com
pleted a cycle which 
went from information 
(research, problem-

plan for five schools in urban and 
semi-urban areas of Buenos Aires 
and Quilmes. The programme was 
supported by the local office of the 
Pan American Health Organization 
and involved 25 teachers and auxil
iary teachers, more than 500 pupils in 
the 3rd to 6th grades of the San 
Cristobal, Villa Crespo, Ezpeleta and 
Berazategui schools, and a large 
group of parents, maintenance staff 
and school principals. 

In order for each school- pupils, 
teachers and parents- to be truly 
involved in the programme on the 
basis of its own needs and dynamics, 
we carefully avoided the idea of 
"outside assistance" which has char
acterized previous interventions in 
school health, because it tends to 
make the school a mere captive 
audience for the health professionals. 
Outside assistance has also resulted 
in intermittent activity, focused on a 
single issue, which only served to 
reinforce misconceptions and under
line the passivity of the educational 
community. 

Rather than being judgemental 
and pedagogical, we looked for an 
approach based on a positive concept 
of health. To do this, we used the 
formal and informal opportunities 

which the school offers for promot
ing healthy behaviour. We tried to 
foster a culture of care, so that 
health-related themes would infil
trate daily school activities and not 
just be an adjunct to the curriculum. 

Our objectives were as follows: to 
sensitize the educational community 
to its role in promoting healthy habits 
and health care; to improve the 
understanding of relations between 
health themes and other components 
of the school curriculum; to manage 
the school as a health-giving physical 
and social environment by making 
changes in the physical structure, 
the work pattern and the teaching
learning methods; and to optimize 
the links between school and health 
centre, thus encouraging joint 
initiatives. 

We "diagnosed" the health situa
tion of each school and its commu
nity, looking not only at problems but 
also at opportunities for health . We 
then chose a particular health theme 
for in-depth study, such as diet, 
hygiene or accidents. The pro
gramme managers sought ways of 
making changes in the school's daily 
life which presented pupils with 
objective facts to discuss and learn 

solving) through moti
vation (sensitization, involvement) to 
production (synthesis, communica
tion, change). 

The success of this pilot project 
carried out in 1995 encouraged us to 
extend the programme so as to form 
a network of health-generating 
schools. The emphasis was placed 
not on "the absence of illness" but 
rather on "a culture of health and 
care". This gave every participant, 
whether child or adult, the opportu
nity to make an exciting discovery: 
that health can be "contagious"! • 
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