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Purpose of This Handbook

The purpose of this handbook is to guide you through the steps necessary to create or

revise a smoke-free school-based policy. Schools have a very important role in smoking

prevention for children and youth. As cornerstones of their communities, schools can

help to make sure that children and youth don’t start smoking

help children and youth who smoke to stop smoking

help the community develop a culture that values a non-smoking environment

Many people in the school community have an interest in a smoke-free school-based

policy, including teachers, administrators, staff, students, parents, municipal counselors,

private landowners near the school, businesses, and local public health units. The

input and commitment of all of these people are needed to create and implement an

effective smoke-free school-based policy.

This handbook will guide you through the process of developing a realistic smoke-free

school-based policy that meets the needs of all of the people associated with the

school in your community.

The guidelines provided have been developed within the context of the Nova Scotia

Education Act and the Nova Scotia School Code of Conduct.
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Why Should We Be Concerned About
Smoking At School?

Smoking is the number one preventable cause of death and illness in Canada. Every

year 45,000 Canadians die from a tobacco-related illness. The next closest cause of

preventable death is drunk driving at 4,000 deaths per year.1

In Nova Scotia, tobacco kills 1,650 people every year. Two hundred non-smoking 

Nova Scotians die ever year from cancer caused by exposure to second-hand smoke.2

In our province, the average age for smoking a first cigarette is 12.7 years of age.3

Many of these young smokers are taking the first steps towards a lifetime of addiction

and tobacco-related health problems.

At today’s youth smoking rates, more than 65,000 of the children and youth alive in

Nova Scotia today will become regular smokers. Of these, 15,000 will die of smoking-

related disease before they reach middle age, and another 15,000 will die prematurely

due to smoking.4

We also know that smoking is a “gateway” activity. Youth who start smoking are at

greater risk of using other drugs.5

In Nova Scotia, 25% of youth between the ages 15 and 19 smoke tobacco.6

Without great efforts on the part of schools, parents, communities, and governments,

many of these young people will suffer unnecessary death and disability due to 

tobacco addiction.
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Smoke-Free School-Based Policies:
What Does It Take To Make Them Work?

Do Smoke-Free School-Based Policies Work? 
A recent study looked at the effect of smoking restrictions in the home, school, and

community on teenage smoking. The authors found that smoke-free school-based

policies, when consistently enforced, are an essential part of creating community 

environments with lower youth smoking rates.7

Four studies have found that schools with consistently enforced smoke-free policies

were more likely to have lower rates of student smoking.8 One of these studies from

Wales involved over 62 schools and found a relationship between a strongly enforced,

written smoke-free school-based policy and reduced student smoking rates.9

One California study found that schools that reported the lowest smoking rates were

more likely to have a formal written and regularly enforced policy restricting smoking

on or near the school grounds, a higher emphasis on prevention education, and a

higher emphasis on cessation.10

Clearly, smoke-free school-based policies can help to reduce youth smoking rates. It is

important to note, however, that to be most effective, smoke-free school-based 

policies need to be part of a broader school smoking prevention approach that also

includes effective curriculum, support to help students stop smoking (smoking 

cessation), and education for teachers and parents.



S M O K E - F R E E  S C H O O L - B A S E D  P O L I C I E S /  5

Keys To Success
In addition to being part of a comprehensive tobacco prevention program, research

has identified the following key factors associated with effective smoke-free school-

based policies:

• The school and community must work together to develop the policy, including 

educating the school and community about the importance of tobacco-free

schools.11

• All people in the school environment must be targeted equally and consistently by 

the policy.12

• Diligent enforcement is a critical factor in the success of smoke-free school-based 

policies. Without enforcement, policies will not achieve the intended effects.13

• Providing cessation programs that help youth smokers stop smoking may be more

important than using punitive sanctions for students who are caught smoking on

school property.14

• An education program for student tobacco policy violators could be implemented

as an alternative to suspensions.15

• Schools should express pride in being tobacco-free.16

• Teacher involvement and support is critical.17

• Smoke-free school-based policies, smoking prevention curricula, and cessation sup-

port are linked—all must be in place to have an impact on youth smoking rates.18
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Why 100% Smoke-Free?

Given the known health effects of exposure to second-hand smoke, the NSSSPC 

recommends that smoking by students, teachers, staff, or visitors should

never be allowed inside any school building, facility, or vehicle.

The reasons for prohibiting smoking on school grounds go beyond the issue of the

hazards of second-hand smoke. Research shows that the social environment, especially

smoking by peers, is a key factor influencing the start of smoking during adolescence.

Most youth believe there is a high prevalence of smoking among peers and the gen-

eral population. Youth experiment with smoking because they see others smoking and

smoking appears “normal.” Any initiative that makes smoking less visible has a poten-

tial impact on future adolescent smoking.19

School policy that does not allow smoking on school property has the potential to pos-

itively influence students’ decisions not to start, or to continue, smoking. Some research

suggests schools that do not allow any smoking on the property have lower student

smoking rates.20

Based on the research literature, the NSSSPC recommends that a designated

smoking area on school property should not be implemented at any school

level (elementary, middle, junior, or senior high). 
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What About the Consequences 
for Policy Violations?

Key Things to Consider Regarding Consequences
Included in Your Policy
The next section of the handbook offers recommendations for the content of smoke-

free school-based policies for elementary, junior high, and high schools, including 

suggestions for consequences of policy violations. Whatever options you choose to

implement as consequences for violations of your smoke-free school-based policy,

there are important points to keep in mind to ensure that your policy is effective: 

• Violations of the policy must be taken seriously from the very first violation.

• Consequences for violating the policy must be implemented immediately.

• Consequences must be applied fairly and consistently.

• Consequences must be in accordance with the Nova Scotia Code of Conduct.

• The school must have sufficient resources to implement the consequences that

are chosen. For example, if you choose an in-school suspension as a consequence,

the school will need to have someone to supervise the suspension. If the school

does not have the resources to implement the consequences outlined in the 

policy, the policy will be ineffective. Therefore, the consequences of policy 

violations must be feasible for the school to implement.



8 /  M A K I N G  I T  WO R K !

Recommended Policy Content

The NSSSPC offers the following recommended guidelines for schools that are devel-

oping or revising a smoke-free school-based policy. The guidelines are based upon the

best available research and in accordance with the Nova Scotia Education Act and the

Nova Scotia School Code of Conduct.

Elementary School
Policy:

Tobacco use will not be permitted on school property or at school events. Parents will

be sent a copy of the school-based smoking policy at the beginning of each school year.

Suggested Consequences for Students Who Violate the Policy:

Although smoking-related offences do not happen very often in most elementary

schools, it is important to consider such offenses initially as disruptive behaviours. If

the violations are persistent, then the offenses should be considered severely disrup-

tive behaviours. First-time offenses may provide a brief window of opportunity to work

with a student before they become addicted to tobacco. School administrators must

apply their School Discipline Policy with regards to consequences for non-compliance.

Suggestions:

• Have the student meet with a trusted adult at the school to discuss the issue.

• Immediately notify the parents of the student involved by telephone, with a follow-

up meeting held between the student, the parent, and the administration.

• Assign lunch hour detentions where the student completes a personal reflection

activity about smoking. Reflection activities can be accessed through the Nova

Scotia Department of Health, Tobacco Control Unit website, at

www.gov.ns.ca/health/tcu.

• Reserve more severe consequences for students who repeatedly violate the policy

or display a defiant or contemptuous attitude regarding breaking the smoke-free

school-based policy. We suggest that suspension be used only as a last resort at

the discretion of the school administration.
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Junior High School
Policy:

Tobacco use will not be permitted on school property or at school events. Parents will

be sent a copy of the smoke-free school-based policy at the beginning of each school

year. Support resources such as print materials and internet sites for youth smoking

cessation assistance (See Resources: P. 18) will be available to all students, especially

those who violate the smoke-free school-based policy. 

Suggested Consequences for Students Who Violate the Policy:

It is important to consider such offenses initially as disruptive behaviours. If the viola-

tions are persistent then the offenses should be considered severely disruptive behav-

iours. First-time offenses may provide a brief window of opportunity to work with a 

student before they become addicted to tobacco. School administrators must apply

their School Discipline Policy with regards to consequences for non-compliance.

Suggestions:

• Assign a series of lunch hour detentions or a full day in-school suspension.

• Immediately notify the parents of the student involved by telephone, with a follow-

up meeting held between the student, the parent, and the administration.

• Assign a series of reflective activities for students to complete during detentions/

in-school suspensions. Reflection activities can be accessed through the Nova Scotia

Department of Health, Tobacco Control Unit website, at www.gov.ns.ca/health/tcu.

These activities provide students with a chance to learn more about the dangers of

tobacco, how the tobacco industry targets youth, the monetary costs of smoking,

and why they smoke.

• Refer students to smoking cessation resources and internet sites.

• Reserve more severe consequences for students who repeatedly violate the policy

or display a defiant or contemptuous attitude regarding breaking the smoke-free

school-based policy. We suggest that suspension be used only as a last resort at

the discretion of the school administration.
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High School
Policy:

Tobacco use will not be permitted on school property or at school events. Parents will

be sent a copy of the smoke-free school-based policy at the beginning of each school

year. Support for smoking cessation (peer-led programs, printed materials, and internet

sites) will be available to all students, especially those who violate the smoke-free

school-based policy.

Suggested Consequences for Students Who Violate the Policy:

It is important to consider such offenses initially as disruptive behaviours. If the viola-

tions are persistent then the offenses should be considered severely disruptive behav-

iours. First-time offenses may provide a brief window of opportunity to work with a 

student before they become addicted to tobacco. School administrators must apply

their School Discipline Policy with regards to consequences for non-compliance.

Suggestions:

• Assign a series of lunch hour detentions or a full day in-school suspension.

• Immediately notify the parents of the student involved by telephone, with a follow-

up meeting held between the student, the parent, and the administration.

• Assign a series of reflective activities for students to complete during detentions/

in-school suspensions. Reflection activities can be accessed through the Nova Scotia

Department of Health, Tobacco Control Unit website, at www.gov.ns.ca/health/tcu.

These activities provide students with a chance to learn more about the dangers of

tobacco, how the tobacco industry targets youth, the monetary costs of smoking,

and why they smoke.

• Refer students to a smoking cessation program.

• Reserve more severe consequences for students who repeatedly violate the policy

or display a defiant or contemptuous attitude regarding breaking the smoke-free

school-based policy. We suggest that suspension be used only as a last resort at

the discretion of the school administration.
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For All School Levels
Suggested Consequences for Staff and Visitors Who Violate the Policy: 

One of the keys to implementing a successful smoke-free school-based policy is

ensuring that the policy is applied fairly and consistently to everyone associated with

the school. Therefore, the NSSSPC recommends that smoke-free school-based

policies specifically address consequences for teachers, staff, and visitors to

the school in accordance with the Nova Scotia School Code of Conduct. 

Suggestions:

• Ask school visitors who violate the policy to refrain from smoking. If the visitor

refuses to comply, ask the visitor to leave the premises.

• Ask visitors who regularly use the school for activities (e.g. community groups) who

violate the policy to refrain from smoking. For a second offense, revoke the group’s

school-use privileges for violating the policy.

• Deal with teachers and staff who violate the smoke-free school-based policy

according to collective agreements that may apply.
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Ten Steps Toward Effective 
School-Based Smoking Policy

Step 1: Bring People Together
Begin by bringing people together to address the problem of tobacco use. You may

need to form a new committee to develop the smoke-free school-based policy, or an

existing group may be appropriate to take on this task. Designate someone as the group

facilitator. This person will ensure that meetings are arranged and that the actual work

required to write the policy is accomplished between meetings. At the first meeting, the

facilitator will help the group clarify its purpose, time frame, and expected outcome.

Students, parents, teachers, administrators, and the community are all affected by a

smoke-free school-based policy. Include people from each of these groups in the 

policy development process. Also, try to include both people who smoke and those

who do not. That way, everyone’s concerns will be heard, the policy and conse-

quences can be implemented effectively, and all parties will share a commitment to

making the policy work. 

Step 2: Clarify the Purpose and Principles of the Policy 
The facilitator should provide a copy of this handbook to all members of the group.

When group members are familiar with the issues outlined in the handbook, they can

work together to state the purpose of their smoke-free school-based policy. For exam-

ple, the purpose of the policy might be “to help make the school environment healthy

for everyone by eliminating exposure to the harmful effects of tobacco.” 

It is also important to state the principles on which the policy is based. Examples of

principles include statements that acknowledge that

• tobacco use is harmful to the school community

• nicotine is addictive 

• the policy is supportive of people trying to quit 
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• the policy is part of the schools’ broader tobacco prevention program

• the policy will be applied fairly to everyone

It would be helpful to obtain a copy of your School Board’s smoke-free policy if they

have one. The policy you develop for your school must both meet the specific needs

of your school and be consistent with the Boards’ policy. 

Step 3: Ensure that Prevention Resources 
and Strategies are in Place

Research has shown that smoke-free school-based policies are most effective when

they are combined with an effective smoking prevention curriculum. The group should

assess the schools’ tobacco prevention efforts by answering the questions below:

Is the smoking prevention curriculum actually taught in every grade?

Does the curriculum help students develop assertiveness and problem-solving skills?

Does the curriculum help students recognize and resist peer influence to use tobacco?

Does the curriculum encourage students to critically analyze media messages that 

promote tobacco use?

Does the curriculum give students the opportunity to discuss the reasons why some

young people need to smoke and to suggest less harmful ways of meeting these needs?

Does the curriculum provide information on the immediate and long-term conse-

quences of all types of tobacco use including smoking, chewing tobacco, and using

snuff, and on the effects of second-hand smoke?

Does the school have a mentorship program or other supports for students who are

struggling with grades or with school in general? (Students who do not perform well

academically are more likely to start smoking.)

Does the school support students through stressful transitions such as moving from

elementary to junior high school?

If the answer to any of these questions is “no” or “somewhat,” the group will need to

identify the steps that are needed to make improvements in that area. Setting the right

environment for the smoke-free school-based policy is critical to its success. 
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Step 4: Support Student and Staff Efforts to Quit
Programs that help smokers stop smoking are important supports to successful

smoke-free school-based policies. If your school does not have adequate school-based 

supports for quitting, the group can work with community agencies to identify appro-

priate resources. Contact information for several community agencies is available in 

the Resources section of this handbook. 

Step 5: Agree on the Content of the Policy
Clear guidelines help everyone in the school community to know what is expected of

them and what they can expect of each other. A smoke-free school-based policy will

state exactly where and when tobacco use is not allowed. Make it clear that the guide-

lines developed apply to everyone on school property—students, teachers, staff, and

visitors—and to all types of tobacco use.

To be effective, a smoke-free school-based policy must include consequences as per

the Nova Scotia School Code of Conduct for those who violate the established policy.

Consequences must be developed that are appropriate and fair to everyone. There are

several suggestions in the previous section of this handbook.

Step 6: Write the Policy in Clear,
Easy-to-Understand Language

A clearly written policy provides everyone with a clear and common reference point.

Copies of the draft smoke-free school-based policy should be shared with all members

of the school community for feedback. The input from the school community will help

to ensure that the policy is more widely accepted and that important issues have not

been overlooked.

Following a deadline for feedback submissions, reconvene the group to finalize the

smoke-free school-based policy. Once the final version of the policy is complete, have

it endorsed by the School Advisory Council, sent to the School Board, and then distrib-

uted to all parents and students.
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Below is a checklist for you to review your draft policy. Does your draft policy include 

• a clearly stated purpose?

• reference to the School Code of Conduct?

• the principles on which the policy is based?

• statements about acceptable and unacceptable behaviour?

• statements about the consequences of unacceptable behaviour?

• statements about how the policy will be enforced?

• statements about the responsibility of students, teachers, parents, 

and administrators?

• how the policy will be communicated and who is responsible for this?

• the timeframe for policy review, who will review the policy, and who will initiate the

policy review?

Step 7: Develop and Implement 
a Communication Strategy

Everyone in the school community needs to be informed about the written policy,

when it will come into effect, and to whom they can direct any questions about the

policy. All communication about the policy should be positive and should explain that

the policy is part of the school’s broader efforts to reduce the harms from tobacco. It is

helpful to let everyone know that the policy was developed with input from smoking

and non-smoking students, staff, and community members.

Members of the school community need to know the consequences of violating the

policy. The communication strategy should also provide information about where stu-

dents and staff can go if they need help dealing with smoking or other problems.

Ideas for communicating the smoke-free school-based policy: 

• Introduce the policy at the beginning of each school year during initial meetings

with students.
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• Include the policy in student and staff handbooks.

• Include items about the policy in first-of-year letters to parents.

• Create a regular column in the newsletter about the schools’ efforts to prevent

tobacco use, and periodically place reminders about the smoke-free school-based

policy in the newsletter.

• Include the consequences of policy violation in all space rental agreements. 

• Post a copy of the policy for all members of the school community to read.

• Post “No Smoking” signs on all entrances to the school.

Step 8: Implement the Policy
From the date of implementation, the policy must be applied consistently to all stu-

dents, staff members, parents, and visitors. It is critical that even first-time violations of

the policy be dealt with diligently.

Step 9: Evaluate the Policy
The policy should contain statements about when it will be evaluated and by whom. 

Questions to ask when the policy is reviewed include

• Are all members of the school community aware of the policy?

• Is the policy having the desired effect?

• How many violations of the policy have occurred and what were the circumstances?

Are there opportunities to introduce additional programs or supports that might

help reduce the number of policy violations?

• Are there problems or issues that the policy does not address?

• Are the guidelines in the policy still realistic? 

• Does the policy need to be revised in response to new trends or concerns, 

or changes in behaviour? 
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• Evaluation of the policy should include the perspectives of the various members of

the school community. Likewise, any revisions to the policy should be created with

input of those who will be effected by the revisions. Regular evaluation will help to

ensure that the policy remains relevant and effective for your school.

Step 10: Celebrate Your School’s Smoke-Free Policy
Contact your local Public Health Services office, send in a copy of your school-based

policy, and receive a “Smoke-Free School“ certificate to post in your school.
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Resources

Help with Smoking Prevention Curriculum
Smoke Free for Life is a tobacco prevention curriculum learning resource for grades

primary to nine. The learning resource was developed by the Nova Scotia Department

of Health and meets the criteria for effective school smoking prevention programming.

Copies of the supplement can be ordered through the Nova Scotia Book Bureau.

Help with School-Based Stop Smoking Programs

Internet-Based Smoking Cessation Sites for Youth:

Sites can be accessed through the Nova Scotia Department of Health's Tobacco 

website at <www.gov.ns.ca/health/tcu>. Go to the site. Click on ‘Schools’ bar 

at the top of the page.

Group Peer-Led Smoking Cessation Program:

No More Butts! is a peer-led, group stop smoking program for high school-aged stu-

dents. The program consists of 15 sessions (40 minutes each) scheduled over a peri-

od of 7 1/2 weeks. The program content and format are based on the social cognitive

theory of behavioural change. It is participant-focused and uses the stages of change

model. The program provides individual and peer group support as well as incentives

to attract people to the program and acknowledge ongoing participation and effort.

No More Butts! is coordinated through District Public Health Services and Addiction

Services who work with schools to provide the necessary resources and training to

teachers and students to ensure successful program implementation.
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