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BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS TO CREATE CHANGE

If a policy is viewed as being just one 
person’s idea, then it is likely not to 
be supported or followed. In order to 

develop a truly effective policy, it will take the involvement of people both 
within and outside of the school. It takes the backing of school faculty 
and staff, students and key community partners in order to create a strong 
policy that will be supported by the entire community. These partnerships 
will help you reach the desired goal – a healthier school and community.

Building partnerships does not have to be difficult. Your school already 
has lots of ties with community groups and organizations as well as groups within the school that can 
be used to support tobacco-free campuses. Parent-teacher associations, school health councils, churches, 
school nurses, hospitals and other healthcare providers, law enforcement, businesses, local government, 
coaches, sports programs, student government and other student activity groups can all work to support 
these important policies.

A great example of a school and community partnership is in the Watertown 
School District. The district has joined with the Watertown Tobacco Free Coalition 
(WTFC) to create a true partnership between the school district and community  
to work on tobacco use prevention.

Watertown is the county seat and population center of Codington County  
(75% urban, 25% rural). It is the state’s fourth largest city with a population  
of over 20,000. The Watertown School District is the 4th largest school district  
in the state with 3,800 students in grades K-12. Lake Area Technical Institute  
is also part of the District serving 1,500 students.

The Human Service Agency received a grant from the SD Department of Health 
in 2001 to support its tobacco prevention work, develop a coalition, and unify 
tobacco prevention efforts in the community. WTFC has worked collaboratively 
with the school and community since it was formed in 2001. More recently,  
the WTFC was awarded a Community/School Partnership grant through the  
SD DOH Tobacco Control Program and has received it annually since 2010.

“We don’t control all of the tobacco prevention in the community. We serve  
as a resource and try to involve as many organizations and businesses as possible 
to help them benefit from our efforts,” said Kelli Rumpza, WTFC Coordinator. 

Projects and successes of the coalition since 2010 include both school and 
community efforts. Because of the coalition’s collaboration, they can reach out  
to a large population of youth, young adults and community members in order  
to decrease tobacco use. 

The coalition’s partnership with the Boys and Girls Club has been very effective, 
reaching a broad mix of youth and families. The Partnership grant has also helped 
them focus on school and community tobacco policies. WTFC partnered with 
the local Park and Recreation Department to provide training and new signage 
for tobacco-free parks. The coalition then helped re-establish the school district’s 
tobacco policy by making the policy more “visible” through new signage and 
banners. The WTFC also partners with local healthcare providers like Prairie Lakes 
Healthcare System and Community Health to provide resources and assistance.

Developing a strong tobacco-free policy for your 

school cannot effectively be done by just one person. 

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 Watertown School District allows surveys to be conducted with students  
and grant funds have supported key needs assessments in the community. These 
assessments provide the data needed to support the coalition’s prevention work 
and show the impact of these efforts. 

“We have had very strong student leadership, which got students involved both  
at the school and at the community level, which also inspires others to get 
involved,” said Rumpza.

Watertown currently has 30 students trained in TATU who do presentations with 
the 5th and 6th grade students; organize awareness campaigns such as Great 
American Smokeout and Kick Butts Day; and help other tobacco prevention 
programs in the community by leading activities.

To sum it up, Rumpza added, “I think the Watertown Tobacco Free Coalition has 
been successful because we have done a good job of being consistent with our 
message and focused. We have buy-in from our community and school partners 
because they either witness or benefit from our efforts and activities. Our coalition 
works hard to create a broad partnership which helps us get our message out to all 
parts of our community.”

A very important part of your organizing effort should include students. Youth have an important 
role to play in establishing policies that affect their learning environment. In many cases, it has been 
young people who have been the ones to speak up about tobacco use on campus and other public places. 
The youth point of view and voice is important not only because the policy impacts them, but also 
because they are able to advocate so passionately about how the tobacco industry has targeted them, 
their friends and their family members. Teens Against Tobacco Use (TATU) offers a great opportunity 
for youth to get training and become involved in tobacco use prevention in their community. More 
information on this program will be found in Section 6: Curriculum 
and Classroom Instruction.

In 2010 the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
released a report on Best Practices in Youth Engagement. In this report 
they outlined how youth can be powerful partners in the fight against  
pro-tobacco industry influences. Here are a few ways that youth can be  
very powerful agents of change:

•	 Promote policy change: Young people can be effective at building support for policy 
development and change. Youth capture the attention of political leaders and the media,  
making them important partners in policy advocacy.

•	 Have a powerful and genuine voice: Youth have credibility with peers and community 
members. This helps them educate the community to reduce pro-tobacco influences and increase 
pro-health norms and behaviors.

•	 Expose tobacco industry tactics: Young people can be effective partners in the fight against  
the tobacco industry by exposing its tricky and deceitful tactics.

•	 Offer energy and strength: Youth bring energy to activities and events. Schools should work to 
channel this energy into action, resulting in increased awareness about tobacco and policy change.

•	 Reflect genuine concern: Youth generally volunteer their time to be involved in tobacco control 
efforts. They do this because of the stake they have in their own future.

“ I like being seen as a positive role 

model for the kids in our community.”
– Nic Waln 
   Student at White River  
   High School and member  
   of Teens Against Tobacco Use 
   Parmelee, SD
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•	 Provide insight into their generation: Youth can provide an important view into what their 
peers are thinking and what they want. Involving youth in these efforts ensures the design of 
policies and programs that work for their generation.

•	 Spark creativity: Young people naturally challenge adult attitudes. This adds creativity to any 
program, making it more attractive to other youth as well as policy makers. Their unique ideas  
for ways to support policy change help push efforts forward.

•	 Rally their peers: Youth are better at getting their friends involved than adults are. Youth 
involvement adds important strength to tobacco control policy efforts and broadens where 
messages are heard.

Young people get involved with tobacco control efforts for many of the same reasons adults do. 
Some have family members who have died from tobacco-related causes; others are victims of diseases 
caused by secondhand smoke such as asthma, and some are angry about how the tobacco industry has 
targeted them for addiction. As a result of strong education efforts, many young people have learned 
about the negative effects of tobacco use and have become champions for change in their communities.

Taking Action to Implement a Tobacco-Free Policy for Your School
Anyone can be the spark to start the development of a tobacco-free policy at your school – there doesn’t 
have to be a committee already in place. The necessary ingredient is the passion and desire to make a 
difference in your school environment and in the health of your community. It will take work in order  
for a school or school district to adopt and enforce a 24/7 tobacco-free policy. When many school 
districts across the country were working on becoming tobacco-free 24/7, they used the following steps 
to help guide their efforts. These steps have also been shown to be very helpful for South Dakota schools 
that have worked to strengthen their policy. These steps are only to serve as advice to get you started – 
not as an exact recipe. It is important to rely on your knowledge of your community and school system  
as your ultimate guide.

As you work to develop your policy and approach to policy change, it is important to remember to 
frame the policy as a positive step in response to a very serious health problem. By focusing on positive 
health messages, it helps to diffuse some of the negative resistance you may get to your policy proposal.

Step 1. Put together a “Tobacco-Free School Team”
•	 Find people who share your interest in making your school  

tobacco-free 24/7.
•	 Recruit teachers, staff, students, parents, grandparents,  

healthcare providers, coaches, law enforcement, business leaders,  
and anyone else that shares your interest in improving the health  
of the community! Make sure you have a wide representation  
of community members on this team.

Step 2. Get commitment.
•	 Inform school administrators that you want to review the  

district’s existing tobacco policy. Ask for their input, support  
and cooperation.

“  School administrators need  

to be included in the process of  

policy change from the beginning.  

Sometimes administrators may not 

know the dangers of tobacco use  

or may not know how beneficial 

changing their policy could be for  

the lives of their students. However 

through education, they may then  

come to be on board. ”
– Karen Allen  
   Prevention Specialist
   Mitchell School District
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Step 5. Present the new policy to the school administrators  
and school board.

•	 If school administrators have not been a part of your committee, 
make an appointment to meet with them individually to inform 
them about your efforts. This meeting will let you describe why 
tobacco is an issue and the importance of addressing tobacco within 
your school system, how a tobacco-free school policy will contribute 
to both students’ and community health improvements, describe  
the proposed policy and learn about what their position is on 
tobacco prevention and the proposed policy (does everyone support 
it, do some support it, or does no one support it?).

•	 Determine the process for passing school policies. Many school boards have a policy committee 
that reviews and takes comments on a proposed policy before it is presented to the full 
school board.

•	 Obtain and submit the necessary forms to get on the school board (or policy committee) agenda.
•	 Select a group to present to the school board: students, teachers, parents, athletes, local healthcare 

providers, and other influential community leaders.
•	 Provide a brief handout to board members before the meeting.
•	 Develop and rehearse your team’s presentation. A strong presentation includes:

 º Information on the health effects of tobacco from believable medical sources. Doctors can 
describe secondhand smoke and the relationship of smoking to childhood breathing diseases 
including asthma.

 º Description of the values and benefits of a policy. 
 º Key points of the policy which are provided in a one-sheet handout.

•	 Gather support from community members by having them attend the meeting to show that the 
tobacco-free school effort has broad support. A petition signed by community members can be 
effective.

Step 6. Plan the implementation and enforcement strategies.
•	 Set a policy start date which will allow sufficient time for people to prepare for implementation. 

Many districts have used four weeks as a time frame to inform the public about the new policy 
before it is actually implemented.

•	 Inform the community about the upcoming policy change.
•	 Identify education and cessation resources for tobacco violators.
•	 Review K-12 curriculum scope and sequence.
•	 Identify cessation resources available for tobacco users.
•	 Prepare for complaints about the new policy and how conflicts will be resolved.
•	 Provide training for those who will be involved in enforcement and classroom instruction.
•	 Emphasize the need for firm, consistent enforcement.
•	 Share that the policy is in the best educational, health and economic interests of all.
•	 Focus on the use of tobacco not on the user.
•	 Absolute enforcement expectations will minimize problems.

“ If a school is doing a tobacco 

policy, it not only needs to go through 

the administrators of the school, but 

must be discussed and approved by 

the school board.”
– Tammy Caffee  
   Elementary Principal 
   Miller School District
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Step 7. Communication is the key to enforcing the policy. 
•	 Communicate the policy broadly throughout the school district  

and community. Include the following information:
 º A description of the new policy and the reasons for change,
 º Benefits of a tobacco-free school,
 º Who will be affected,
 º Implementation date,
 º Enforcement procedures, and
 º How and where to get help with quitting tobacco use.

•	 Invite youth groups or student athletes to create and make positive 
policy compliance announcements over loud-speaker systems 
at all school-related events, including athletic events, meetings, 
concerts, plays, etc. Invite influential community leaders to deliver 
announcements at community-oriented events.

•	 Visibly post tobacco-free signs/decals at all entrances to school buildings, school grounds,  
parking lots, athletic facilities, and in vehicles. Post signs near high-traffic areas or areas that 
might be likely smoking spots such as restrooms, loading areas, stairwells, and lounges.

•	 Place information about the policy in student and staff handbooks.
•	 Announce the policy on school sign marquees (see example below from Mitchell Middle School).
•	 Send a letter to parents/guardians explaining the policy changes, giving reasons for the changes 

and asking for support.
•	 Ask students, staff, and community volunteers to assist in distributing informational flyers  

at school-sponsored events.
•	 Put up posters about the South Dakota QuitLine around  

the school.
•	 Write a letter-to-the-editor in the local newspaper explaining 

the policy and why it was needed, and thanking the school 
board for its wise decision.

•	 Give students and staff the tools they need to enforce the new 
policy. One school printed up business card-sized handouts 
saying, “Thank you for respecting our school’s 24/7 Tobacco-
Free Policy. No tobacco use is permitted in the school, on school 
grounds or at any school activity – 24/7.” These cards were 
handed out to policy violators.

•	 Talk with the local radio station and local newspaper about 
having an interview with an informed student and/or school 
staff member on the new policy (someone who worked on  
the Tobacco-Free School Team would be best).

•	 Make sure information is posted on the school website  
and Facebook page.

 

Experience has shown that if people  

are aware of the policy, why it was 

adopted and what it is intended  

to do, it is essentially self-enforcing. 

Communication is the key to enforcing 

a new policy. Signs, announcements, 

website information, messages on 

the school sign marquee are excellent 

vehicles to get your message out to 

your community.

Mitchell Middle School boasts its 
tobacco-free message for the entire 
community to see!
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Step 8. Implement the policy. 
•	 Recognize that commitment is necessary to insure an  

effective policy.
•	 Expect an initial testing period.
•	 Be extra vigilant during the first few months.
•	 Encourage students, staff, parents and community members  

to take pride in the new policy.
•	 Get the support of community law enforcement agencies that  

work sporting events and other events on campus to help enforce 
the policy.

Step 9. Evaluate the policy. 
•	 Make sure that the policy is working the way that it was intended. 

Are there any unintended consequences or unanticipated problems 
as a result of the policy?

•	 Use surveys (students, staff, parents, school visitor) and data from 
violation reports to determine areas that may need to be addressed.

•	 For information on how the policy is impacting quit rates, review 
cessation program attendance records or conduct informal 
interviews with participants or facilitators to identify persons  
who quit because of the policy.

Obstacles You May Encounter
As you work to develop a tobacco-free policy for your school, you may 
encounter some resistance from people that don’t think that tobacco  
is a serious problem. They may think that there are more pressing issues  
to deal with in the community. As a reminder, here are some of the 
connections that tobacco use has with some of the other important  
issues in your community:

•	 Student Academic Performance: Research now shows that 
cigarette smoking can affect students’ attendance and academic 
performance in school. There is evidence that exposure to tobacco 
smoke is associated with greater shortfall in reading, math, 
reasoning ability, and language development in elementary  
school-aged children, even at extremely small levels of exposure. 
Children’s ability to read is especially affected.

•	 School Absences: Secondhand smoke exposure during childhood and adolescence may also  
cause new cases of asthma or worsen existing asthma, which is the main health reason for  
school absences.

•	 Gateway Drug: The U.S. Surgeon General issued a report linking youth tobacco use and 
negative behavior issues and noted tobacco as being a “gateway drug.” The report noted that 
tobacco products are generally the first drug used by young people. Drug use can start with 
tobacco and then move to alcohol and marijuana, and then on to hard drugs.

“ Chamberlain’s ‘Tobacco-

Free Property Policy,’ effective in 

2009, was drafted with the help 

of the Prevention Coordinator, 

Tanya Derdall. She worked with 

Chamberlain’s former superintendent 

(Dr. Tim Mitchell), school board, 

school staff, and students in 

formulating the policy. The district 

used a model policy as a reference. 
 

There were hurdles to be overcome, 

such as enforcing the policy at various 

school events. Patrons seen smoking 

were asked to step off of school 

property. Most were very cooperative 

as staff stressed that the policy covers 

the entire Chamberlain School District 

and that enforcement of the policy 

sets an example for children. 
 

The tobacco free policy did not seem 

to be an issue with the staff, students 

or visitors. There has always been an 

awareness of ‘modeling’ and keeping 

the students in mind if staff happened 

to be smokers. Tobacco products are 

not allowed in student’s possession  

or on school property. The policy 

helped to enforce consequences  

for possession or use. Visitors seem  

to be considerate and respectful  

of following the policy.”
From an article in South Dakota 
Coordinated School Health News 
Infused, February 2012.
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•	 Diabetes: Smoking also makes it harder for people with diabetes to regulate their blood sugar. 
That’s why smokers with diabetes have a higher risk of kidney disease, peripheral arterial disease, 
eye disease, and nerve damage that can result in amputations, poor vision, and even blindness.

Beyond these behavioral and health reasons, there are other social and economic reasons to work  
on tobacco policies that will make a difference in your community:

•	 Tobacco use contributes to keeping our communities poor. Buying tobacco is expensive  
and it takes away other limited resources to support our families.

•	 Tobacco is being pushed on us by an industry that wants to addict us. The tobacco 
industry spends about $19.7 million each year in South Dakota to get youth to buy its deadly 
products. They aren’t just taking your money; they are taking your life and the lives of your  
family members.

•	 Tobacco is a burden on our healthcare system. Because of the huge health impact that 
tobacco has on our communities, treating diseases caused by tobacco uses up our very limited 
resources for healthcare. Many of our community clinics and healthcare providers are facing 
budget cuts and are having a hard time meeting the demand for services. The dollars that are  
spent on tobacco-related illnesses could make a big difference if they could be used for other 
health problems that South Dakotans face.

•	 Tobacco use by adults sends the wrong message to youth. Our youth look up to their elders 
and if they see adults smoking, they will think it is acceptable. Adolescence is when most people 
start to smoke cigarettes. Unfortunately young people are more likely to get hooked on the 
product and then develop a lifetime addiction to tobacco.

Remember that you are dealing with a very serious problem in your community that is linked  
to many other issues – it’s not “just tobacco.”

By taking action in your school, you will be taking a major step forward for the health and well-being 
of your community. By showing our youth that tobacco use is not normal and not acceptable, you will be 
helping them stay off the road to addiction. Tobacco use kills more South Dakotans than any other cause 
– anything that we can do to change this will make a huge positive difference for our future.

The next section will provide you with additional ideas regarding how you can support and promote 
tobacco-free policies for your school.


