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SCHOOL POLICIES AS A TOOL  
TO REDUCE CIGARETTE SMOKING

Research has shown that the earlier in life 
one begins to smoke, the harder it is to quit. 
Every year in South Dakota, 900 youth 
under 18 become daily cigarette smokers.

Since cigarette smoking typically begins at an early age, schools are in a 
powerful position to keep kids from smoking and to help those that already 
use tobacco quit. Children are in school for a large portion of their early 
life – almost a third of their waking hours are spent in school. Additionally, 
much of the peer pressure that youth feel regarding whether or not to 
smoke occurs at school – even in the early years.

In addition to starting to smoke during school age, tobacco use also 
happens at school. In fact, the most recent survey of high school youth in South Dakota reported that 
23.2% smoked cigarettes in the past 30 days and 6.2% of these students said that they had smoked at least 
once on school property during that time. Among spit tobacco users, 8% — or more than half — of the 
high school students who use spit tobacco (15%) said that they had used spit tobacco at least once on 
school property in the past 30 days.

Given these facts, we know that school programs designed to prevent tobacco use are one of the 
most effective tools to reduce tobacco use in South Dakota when combined with other comprehensive 
tobacco use prevention strategies. A comprehensive tobacco-free policy to prohibit tobacco use on 
school grounds is the most important thing that schools can do to help prevent students from starting  
to use tobacco. Clear and strong tobacco-free campus policies with consistent observable enforcement 
and frequent policy reminders are essential to send an unmistakable message to youth that tobacco use  
is not acceptable.

Secondary School Health Profiles
Several tools have been designed to assess health-related policies in the nation’s schools. One of these 
studies is the School Health Profiles (“Profiles”) which is supported by CDC. This tool is a system of 
surveys assessing school health policies and practices in states, large urban school districts, territories,  
and tribal governments. Profiles surveys are conducted every 2 years by education and health agencies 
among middle and high school principals and lead health education teachers. 

South Dakota conducted this study in secondary public schools during the 2009-2010 school year. 
In addition to identifying secondary teacher and principal background characteristics and attitudes 
toward school health policies and practices, the study was designed to provide current data regarding  
the following elements of secondary health and health education in South Dakota:

•	 School health education requirements and content 
•	 Physical education requirements 
•	 School health policies related to HIV infection/AIDS, tobacco-use prevention, and nutrition 
•	 Asthma management activities 
•	 Family and community involvement in school health programs 

Nearly 9 out of 10 adult smokers begin cigarette 
smoking at or before age eighteen. And most 
daily smoking begins in middle school —  
grades 6 through 9. 

Please note that the term “tobacco” 

in this document refers to commercially 

produced tobacco products only and  

never the traditional tobacco of our 

Northern Plains American Indians.
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The 2010 South Dakota School Health Profiles indicated the following among high schools:

HEALTH EDUCATION

•	 11%	required	students	to	take	2	or	more	health	education	courses.

•	 48%	had	a	health	education	curriculum	that	addresses	all	8	national	standards	for	health	education.

•	 41%	taught	15	key	tobacco-use	prevention	topics	in	a	required	course.

•	 26%	had	a	lead	health	education	teacher	who	received	professional	development	during	the	2	years	

before	the	survey	on	tobacco-use	prevention.

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

•	 32%	provided	families	with	health	information	to	increase	parent	and	family	knowledge		

of	tobacco-use	prevention.

SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

•	 29%	prohibited	all	tobacco	use	at	all	times	in	all	locations.	These	policies	prohibited	the	use	of	all		

tobacco,	including	cigarettes,	smokeless	tobacco,	cigars,	and	pipes;	by	students,	faculty,	school	staff,	and	

visitors;	in	school	buildings;	outside	on	school	grounds;	on	school	buses	or	other	vehicles	used		

to	transport	students;	and	at	off-campus,	school-sponsored	events;	during	school	hours	and		

non-school	hours.

•	 24%	sometimes,	almost	always,	or	always	required	students	who	were	caught	smoking	cigarettes		

to	participate	in	an	assistance,	education,	or	cessation	program.

•	 26%	provided	tobacco	cessation	services	for	students,	faculty,	and	staff	at	school	or	through	

arrangements	with	providers	not	on	school	property.

•	 84%	posted	signs	marking	a	tobacco-free	school	zone.

•	 38%	used	the	School	Health	Index	or	a	similar	self-assessment	tool	to	assess	their	policies,	activities,		

and	programs	in	tobacco-use	prevention.

The Profiles clearly demonstrate that there is ample room for improvement in the state’s schools 
regarding tobacco-related policies.

South Dakota Study of School Tobacco-Free Policies
As indicated in the School Health Profiles, many schools across the state have not taken the important 
and affordable step of enacting a comprehensive tobacco-free policy to promote a healthy school 
environment and model healthy behavior. A recent joint project of the South Dakota Departments  
of Health and Education was to conduct a survey of school districts across the state to determine 
whether schools had tobacco-free policies and if so, how strong they were. The School Tobacco Policy 
Project report was released in November 2011. The results of this survey were mixed – some districts  
had strong policies and some had weak or non-existent policies. 

All school districts across the state – including public, non-public, tribal/Bureau of Indian 
Education, and community providers – were contacted to obtain a copy of the district tobacco  
policy. The research team identified 258 districts as potential participants in this survey. Policies  
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were received from 164 school districts (121 public schools, 24 non-public schools, 8 tribal/BIE schools, 
and 11 “other” schools). These policies were evaluated to determine their strengths and weaknesses. 
Evaluations were based on guidelines from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
as well as the model policy from the Associated School Boards of South Dakota for comprehensive 

tobacco-free school policy (See Appendix A for 
these). The policies were reviewed and scored by a 
team of evaluators at South Dakota State University. 
Districts were determined to have a policy that was 
“Comprehensive,” “Partial” or “Incomplete.” The 
districts were also given an overall score (ranging  
from 0-26), with higher scores reflecting a stronger 
and therefore a better policy. 

For the 164 school districts that responded, the 
average score was 10.8. Public schools had the highest 
average score (12.06) and the lowest average score was 
for Non-public schools (6.3). Chart 1 at left provides 
the details on the tobacco policy scores.

Chart 2 provides a snapshot of what was included in the policies. The chart summarizes what  
is included in the policies of all the school districts that participated in the assessment. This chart  
displays the percentage of participating schools that had a school tobacco policy that contained the 
noted policy element.

Policy named  ‘tobacco’  versus  ‘drug’

Student tobacco use prohibited at all events

Tobacco free guidelines for school property

Rationale and definition of tobacco

Student enforcement plan with cessation resource

Staff tobacco use prohibited at all events

Visitor tobacco use prohibited at all events

Policy in effect at all times

Communication plan

Articles promoting tobacco prohibited

Staff enforcement plan with cessation resource

Enforcement plan for visitors

Policy against tobacco advertising/gifts

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
Percentage of districts with full or partial credit on the policy elements

Chart 2: PERCENTAGE OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS THAT INCLUDED SPECIFIC 
ELEMENTS OF A COMPREHENSIVE TOBACCO-FREE SCHOOL POLICY
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BY SCHOOL DISTRICT TYPE
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In order to understand why school districts have such varied policies, 
the researchers interviewed six school superintendents to discuss their 
district policies. The superintendents represented districts that had 
comprehensive policies as well as those with incomplete policies. The 
interviews helped to better understand what helps and what hinders 
strong tobacco-free policies. One message that the researchers heard 
repeatedly from administrators was “We don’t have a problem with 
that (tobacco) in our school.” However youth survey data and other 
observations do not back up this opinion.

Here is a summary of the superintendents’ key thoughts regarding 
what are the barriers as well as some aids to implementing a commercial 
tobacco-free policy in their school district:

BARRIERS AND PROMOTERS TO TOBACCO-FREE  
POLICY IMPLEMENTATION

         Barriers          Aids to Implementing

•	 Time •	 Personal	motivation

•	 Staff	resources •	 Recommended	by	the	ASBSD	

publication,	“Policy	Matters”		

as	a	policy	to	review

•	 Not	a	priority •	 Personal	experience	with	the	health	

consequences	of	tobacco	use

•	 Seen	as	being	a		

problem	focus	instead		

of	a	prevention	focus

•	 Identify	that	policy	is	in	the		

best	interest	of	students	and		

is	important	prevention

•	 In-service	time	for		

staff	involvement

•	 Model	policy	needed	little	revision

This survey provided a better understanding of the range of policies 
and experiences that school districts have had with tobacco-free policies. 

 

“ [Enforcement is] not often a 

problem [for our district] – two years 

ago, a few people [were] smoking on 

the sideline – school officials involved 

in events. [We] have had issues with 

people smoking in front of [the] high 

school gym, [so we] got rid of garbage 

cans that promote smoking (those 

with sand on top). We’ve asked visitors 

to leave school property and go across 

the street to smoke. [We are] non-

confrontational, but [we] explain [the] 

policy. Signs are posted right outside 

[and we also] have 3 administrators on 

duty at all times at off-property school 

events. Two administrators [are] on 

duty at gym events. Ticket persons are 

[also] helpful in noticing violations. ”
–	Interview	with	a	school		
				administrator	from	a	school		
				with	a	strong	policy
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What Are South Dakota Schools Doing to Support Tobacco-Free Campuses?
A number of school districts have stepped up to the plate and have created strong tobacco-free school 
policies. Arlington, Beresford, Chamberlain, Marion, White River and Yankton are a few of the  
districts that offer some great examples on how they incorporated the elements of CDC’s criteria  
for a comprehensive tobacco-free school policy. Here are some excerpts from these districts’ policies:

Arlington School District 38-1 policy	includes	a	statement	explaining	the	
rationale	for	the	policy	and	definitions	of	tobacco	and	tobacco	use	in	their	tobacco	
free	school	policy	by	stating	this:	The District recognizes its duty to promote the health 
and safety of students, staff and citizens on district property and during school-sponsored 
activities. In accordance with this responsibility, it is the intent of the School Board to 
establish a tobacco-free school environment that demonstrates a commitment to helping 
students resist tobacco use and that emphasizes the importance of adult role modeling.

Beresford School District 61-2	has	clearly	named	tobacco	as	a	specific	
substance	in	its	policy	–	tobacco	is	not	implied	by	a	more	general	prohibition	of	
drugs	(such	as	alcohol	and	other	drugs)	on	school	property.	Here	is	how	it	is	defined	
in	their	policy: tobacco means any substance or item, in any form, containing tobacco. 
The administration will treat the use, possession or promotion of all forms of nicotine-
containing products or nicotine delivery devices, which may or may not include actual 
tobacco, as a violation of this policy unless the product or devise is part of an individual’s 
tobacco cessation program.

South Dakota
School Districts

Arlington

Beresford

Chamberlain

Marion

White River

Yankton

South Dakota
School Districts
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Chamberlain

Marion

White River

Yankton



3-7S E C T I O N  3 :  L AY  O F  T H E  L A N D

Chamberlain School District 07-1 indicates	the	policy	applies	to	all	District	
buildings,	on	school	grounds,	and	in	all	school	vehicles	at	all	times.	It	reads	like	this:	
All areas of the school property and student activities are now tobacco-free, without 
exception. This includes the building and grounds, parking lots, student activities and  
the School District 7-1-owned vehicles at all times, and any vehicles on the property. 

Marion School District 60-3	has	an	
enforcement	plan	for	students,	employees,	and	
visitors	that	is	outlined	and	provides	cessation	
resource	information.	Here	is	how	the	policy	is	stated:

B. ENFORCEMENT
The success of this policy will depend upon the 
thoughtfulness, consideration, and cooperation of 
tobacco users and non-tobacco users. All individuals on 
school premises share in the responsibility for adhering 
to and enforcing this policy.

Tobacco-free policy enforcement is designed to  
educate students, staff and others about the health  
risks associated with tobacco. Punitive measures,  
in accordance with district policy will be used with  
repeat offenders.

1. Students: Any student found to be in violation of this policy shall be required  
to complete an assignment about the consequences of tobacco use and also will 
be punished in accordance with the district discipline matrix. Students found to 
repeatedly violate this policy shall be subject to disciplinary action pursuant  
to district policy.

2. Employees: Any district employee found to be in violation of this policy may be 
provided with tobacco cessation information and will be encouraged to participate  
in a tobacco cessation program. Employees found to repeatedly violate this policy 
shall be subject to disciplinary action pursuant to district policy.

3. Visitors: Other adults observed to be in violation of this policy shall be asked  
to refrain from the behavior. Repeated violations of this policy will be handled on a 
case-by-case basis by an authorized district official and may result in a directive to 
leave school property.

All	components	of	White River School District 47-1	school	policy	are		
effective	24	hours	a	day,	365	days	per	year.	This	includes	days	when	school	is	not		
in	session.	The	policy	states: the use, possession, or promotion of tobacco on school 
property or during school sponsored activities is prohibited. This policy shall be in effect  
at all times, 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, and shall apply to all students, employees  
and visitors.

Yankton School District 63-3	has	outlined	a	plan	to	communicate	the	tobacco	
policy	to	all	students,	employees	and	visitors.	Their	policy	states	the	following:		
The superintendent shall provide reasonable public notification of the district’s policy 
including, but not limited to, inclusion in the district policy book, student handbooks 
and signage posted in the buildings. The superintendent may develop administrative 
regulations as necessary to implement this policy. 

“ We revised our tobacco policy 

last year because our previous one 

was very weak and did not have any 

education built into the policy. We feel 

that we needed to build an education 

component into the policy. At this point, 

we have not had anyone violate the 

tobacco policy since we amended [it]. 

We feel it is important to educate the 

students on the use of tobacco.”
–	Adam	Shaw		
			Marion	Public	School	District						
			Superintendent
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One school district that has tackled the problem of tobacco use  
is Hot Springs. The district developed a strong tobacco-free policy 
and has been successful in implementing it in their schools.

Hot	Springs	is	located	in	the	southwest	corner	of	South	Dakota	in	the	southern	portion	
of	the	Black	Hills.	As	the	county	seat	and	the	only	school	district	in	Fall	River	County,		
it	is	the	focal	point	for	an	area	of	1749	square	miles.	A	small,	rural	town	of	3,700	
persons,	Hot	Springs	has	a	strong	sense	of	history	and	includes	a	collection	of	small	
businesses	that	cater	to	tourists	and	locals	alike.	The	area’s	economic	base	is	comprised	
of	health	care	and	social	assistance	agencies	(18%);	public	administration	(18%);	
other	services	(10%);	transportation	and	warehousing	(8%);	retail	trade	(8%);	arts,	
entertainment,	and	recreation	(6%)	and	construction	(5%).	The	median	income	is	
$28,402	which	is	substantially	less	than	the	overall	South	Dakota	median	income		
of	$45,	043	(2009).	The	current	unemployment	rate	is	5.9	percent	(March	2012).

Compared	to	many	areas	of	the	state,	the	ethnic	mix	of	the	population	of	Hot	Springs	
is	fairly	homogenous.	Eighty-four	percent	of	the	population	is	white,	8.8	percent		
is	American	Indian,	3.3	percent	is	two	or	more	races,	2.1	percent	is	Hispanic,	and		
1	percent	is	African	American.	Asians	(.5	percent)	and	Native	Hawaiian	and	other	Pacific	
Islanders	(.08	percent)	comprise	just	over	one-half	of	one	percent	of	the	population.

The	Hot	Springs	School	District	serves	813	students.	Three	schools	are	located	in		
Hot	Springs	including	an	elementary	school	(K-5	-	175	students),	a	middle	school	
(Grades	6-8	–	100	students)	and	a	high	school	(Grades	9-12	–	110	students).

The	district’s	tobacco	policy	was	prompted	by	the	work	the	district	had	done	as	part		
of	their	funding	from	the	South	Dakota	Tobacco	Control	Program.	The	students	had	
been	trained	in	the	Teens	Against	Tobacco	Use	(TATU)	program	and	discussed	the	
district’s	tobacco	policy.	Because	of	their	training	and	understanding	of	the	evolving	
nature	of	commercial	tobacco	products,	the	students	felt	that	nicotine-containing	
products	should	be	banned	in	the	schools	instead	of	a	more	narrowly	defined	
“tobacco	products.”	The	students’	rationale	was	that	since	the	tobacco	industry	was	
always	changing	the	product	mix,	the	school	tobacco	policy	should	be	proactive		
and	address	the	root	issue	–	nicotine.

The	students	reviewed	the	school	policy	and	compared	it	to	the	Model	Policy,	adjusted	
the	school	policy	to	fit	the	model	policy	and	amended	the	resulting	policy	to	use	the	
term	“nicotine”	instead	of	“tobacco.”		Following	the	review	and	redraft	of	the	policies,	
the	students	met	with	school	principals	and	then	the	school	board.

The	students	worked	with	Heather	Besco,	a	school	counselor	and	advisor	to	the	
TATU	youth.	In	her	presentation	to	the	Hot	Springs	School	Board,	she	made	it	very	
clear	as	to	what	the	aims	of	the	youth	were.	“This	is	our	school	district’s	opportunity	
to	be	trailblazers	and	proactive	in	our	commitment	to	providing	youth	with	a	safe	
environment	to	learn.	The	tobacco	industry	is	evolving	and	coming	out	with	so	many	
new	products	that	the	easiest	way	to	stay	ahead	of	the	game	is	to	ban	the	active	
ingredient	in	tobacco	products	–	nicotine.	By	taking	care	of	the	addictive	ingredient		
in	tobacco	products,	this	will	include	all	of	the	current	and	any	upcoming	products	
they	may	market.”

The	School	Board	made	the	policy	change	in	May	2012	and	the	district	is	off	to	a	
great	start		—	no	problems	with	enforcement	have	been	reported.	According	to	Ms.	
Besco,	“all	staff	members	of	the	school	district	work	together	to	enforce	this	no-use	
tobacco	policy.”	Staff	members	are	empowered	to	approach	students	in	violation	of	
the	tobacco	policy	and	then	refer	them	to	school	administrators.	The	administrators	
then	meet	with	the	students	and	offer	them	the	choice	of	either	in-school	suspension,	
or	lifting	suspension	if	students	agree	to	enroll	in	the	N-O-T	Alternative	to	Suspension	
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Program.	To	date,	all	student	tobacco	violators	have	chosen	and	completed	the	N-O-T	
Alternative	To	Suspension	program.	There	has	been	adequate	signage	placed	to	
remind	visitors	of	the	policy	as	well	as	announcing	the	policy	at	school	events	and	
there	have	been	no	problems	with	enforcement	for	visitors	either.	Ms.	Besco	noted	
that	with	the	increase	in	visibility	and	announcement	of	the	school	policy,	“the	social	
norms	of	tobacco	use	on	school	property	have	changed	and	the	school	is	a	healthier	
place	to	learn.”

The	students’	forward-thinking	approach	and	the	support	of	the	school	board	made	
the	Hot	Springs	School	District	the	first	district	in	the	state	to	address	the	broader	issue	
of	keeping	all	nicotine-containing	products	out	of	their	schools	and	off	their	campuses.	
Based	on	early	reports,	it	appears	that	the	policy	is	having	its	intended	effect	and	is	
truly	making	a	difference	in	the	community’s	attitudes	towards	tobacco	use.

Sources:	Hot	Springs	Chamber	of	Commerce,	South	Dakota	Department	of	Education,	
http://www.city-data.com/city/Hot-Springs-South-Dakota.html	




