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Sing along with Hearty 
Yong Lik Sin & B. Vaithinathan 
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"Eating right is good for me. 
lt will make me grow. 
When I eat the right food ... 
I'll be tall ... 11 

"Be kind to yourself, 
Don't puff fill you choke. 
Smoking gives coughs, 
sick lungs, bad heart." 

Children and adults together 
These are familiar songs which 

· primary schoolchildren in Singapore 
sing to a lively tune while dancing to 
the beat of the music. And they sing 
along with Hearty, a mascot first 
created in 1986 for the "Healthy heart, 
healthy life" programme, an attempt 
to reduce the risk factors for cardio
vascular disease. It is an animated 
heart, created on the drawing board in 
the art room of the Training and 
Health Education Department of 
Singapore's Ministry of Health. 
Hearty shows everyone, children and 
adults, how to lead a healthy life-style. 

When Singapore began to inten
sify its efforts for cardiovascular 
disease prevention in primary schools 
in the mid-1980s, one of the activities 
planned was to produce a set of 
textbooks for use during health 
education lessons in these schools. 
Hearty was chosen as the mascot to 
put across the "healthy heart, healthy 
life" message to children aged 
between 6 and 12. 

Variety of learning materials 
Today, three years after the pro
gramme was introduced, dose to 67% 
of primary schoolchildren in Singa
pore are using the Heart Health 
package in their classrooms. It 
comprises six students' workbooks 
and six teachers' guides (one for each 
level in primary school), a teachers' 
reference book, audiovisual materials 
and parent education leaflets. These 
cover the major risk factors related to 
cardiovascular disease. No smoking, a 
balanced diet, regular exercise, and 
learning to relax are the principal 
messages promoted. 

Besides straightforward facts on 
ways to keep the heart, lungs and 
blood vessels healthy, the children are 
exposed to a variety of learning 
activities, including songs, video 
shows, puzzles, games and experi
ments, carried out individually. 

Parents are given leaflets which 
inform them what their children have 
learned at school, and suggest how to 
provide a home environment condu
cive to health and how to help their 
children to lead a healthy life-style. 

The objective of the Heart Health 
package is to ensure that all students 
in Singapore's education system 
receive basic information on health 
and are encouraged to adopt healthful 
practices. The school is chosen as the 
ideal setting because there is a very 
low rate of primary school drop-outs 
in Singapore. 

The package comes with simple 
yet comprehensive information and 
colourful illustrations, designed to 
appeal to the young students. Specific 
health messages are highlighted so as 
to encourage the practice of these 
behaviours from childhood onwards. 

Healthy diet and "no11 to smoking 
On diet and nutrition, students learn 
about the size of food helpings and 
how to plan a menu for breakfast, 
lunch and dinner; how to select 
healthy snacks and avoid unhealthy 
ones; how to cut down on fat and salt 
consumption and increase intake of 
whole grains, fruits and vegetables; 
and how to maintain the right weight 
for height. 

Saying "NO" to cigarettes is 
Hearty's message to students, to help 
them avoid being pressured by other 
children into experimenting with 
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Eat wisely, don 't smoke, avoid stress: three key elements in keeping your heart healthy. 

smoking. They are shown how 
smoking harms the bodies of smokers, 
and how other people ' s smoke can 
harm nonsmokers. 

To keep the heart and lungs fit, 
Hearty explains the need to exercise at 
least three times a week and shows 
how to do it; how to choose an 
exercise programme; ways of coping 
with stresses and strains by learning a 
relaxation technique; and how to 
make healthier choices. 

To promote and generate fresh 
interest in the package, Hearty makes 
regular visits to schools. A local actor 
is employed to don a Hearty suit and 
visit schools with a health educator. 
Students respond enthusiastically to 
Hearty. They sing and dance along 
with him while learning more about 
what ensures a healthy heart. 

Hearty brings home health 
messages 
Information panels are also available 
for display in the schools. A common 
sight in schools is a "Hearty Health 
Fair" where students can read the 
simple and attractive information on 
exhibition panels, participate in a 
health quiz, and watch demonstrations 
on the effects of smoking or on 
making a healthy snack. Hearty is a 
frequent visitor, and parents are 
sometimes invited to these exhibitions 
as well to make sure that similar 
health messages are provided at home. 

Teachers speak very favourably 
about the package, as it provides them 
with innovative ideas and materials to 
teach heart health, a topic which many 
people construed in the past as a 
purely medical subject to be taught 
only by medical personnel. Parents 
whose children do not use the package 
in the schools frequently purchase it to 
read together at home. 
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Good influence on students 
The Heart Health package is evaluated 
annually. Though its overall influence 
on health attitude and practices has yet 
to be determined, there have already 
been significant improvements in 
knowledge about the risk factors for 
cardiovascular diseases. There is also 
some indication of changes in life
styles. Students who had been 
exposed to the Heart Health package 
were more likely not to smoke. 
Consumption of sugar, particularly by 
drinking sweetened drinks, was also 
less among students who were taught 
about Heart Health. • 
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