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FOREWORD

“The children of today are the adults of tomorrow. They deserve to inherit a safer and
healthier world. There is no task more important than safeguarding their environment.” This
message is emphasized by the Healthy Environments for Children Alliance (HECA), which
focuses attention on the school environment as one of the key settings for promoting
children’s environmental health. HECA was launched at the 2002 World Summit on
Sustainable Development. This publication is intended as a tool to help schools shape
healthy environments for children.

The Physical School Environment: An Essential Component of a Health-Promoting School
focuses on the physical environment of the school and is complemented by the document
Creating an Environment for Social and Emotional Well-being: An Important Responsibility
of a Health-Promoting and Child-Friendly School. Together, these two resources can help
schools provide an environment that is supportive of the World Health Organization’s
definition of health, “... a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not
merely the absence of disease or infirmity”

The Physical School Environment: An Essential Component of a Health-Promoting School
includes information to create a healthy school environment, and to identify and modify
aspects of the physical environment that jeopardize safety and health. However, physical
interventions alone will not suffice. The document also contains guidance to ensure that
positive changes in a school’s physical environment are supported, reinforced and sustained
by school health policy, skills-based health education and school health services, the core
components of an effective school health programme as called for in the international
initiative to Focus Resources on Effective School Health (FRESH).

The extent to which each nation’s schools provide a safe and healthy physical environment
plays a significant role in determining whether the next generation is educated and healthy.
Effective school health programmes, including a safe and healthy school environment, are
viable means to simultaneously address the inseparable goals of Health for All and
Education for All.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1. Introduction

Environmental challenges and opportunities vary considerably among schools around the
world, across countries and within communities. Similarly, the resources available to schools
to manage health hazards vary as widely as the threats themselves, often
creating formidable management challenges, particularly in the poorest parts of the world.
Evolving from recommendations of the Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion, The Physical
School Environment: An Essential Component of a Health-Promoting School discusses a
range of environmental conditions that exist in a variety of school environments. It presents
strategies to improve the health, education and development of children, families, and
community members and aims to help communities recognize, manage, and avoid
physical, chemical and biological threats that may exist in or near their schools. '

1.1 Why did WHO prepare this document?

The World Health Organization (WHQO) prepared this document to help individuals,
communities, school officials, and governments improve the health of children by
reducing their exposure to environmental hazards. This will be accomplished by providing
information to help people understand the relationship between the environment and
health, identify key hazards in the places where children learn, and recognize children’s
special vulnerability and exposure to environmental threats. By taking action, health-
promoting schools will send messages home to families and communities, encouraging
awareness, and building skills to last a lifetime so that protecting children from
environmental hazards becomes a way of life.

1.2 Who should read this document?
This document can be useful to:

e Members of the school community, including teachers and their representative
organizations, administrative staff, students, parents, school facility managers, and
school construction workers.

e Community leaders, local residents, health care providers, and other groups
interested in improving public health.

¢ Members of non-governmental agencies, institutions, and organizations interested
in working with schools to promote health.

e Government officials, policy-makers, decision-makers, planners and coordinators at
local, district, provincial, national and international levels.

1.3 What is a healthy physical school environment?

The physical school environment encompasses the school building and all its contents
including physical structures, infrastructure, furniture, and the use and presence of
chemicals and biological agents; the site on which a school is located; and the
surrounding environment including the air, water, and materials with which children may
come into contact, as well as nearby land uses, roadways and other hazards.
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1. INTRODUCTION 2

WHO defines a health-promoting school as “one that constantly strengthens its capacity
as a healthy setting for living, learning and working.”* The American Academy of Pediatrics
defines a "healthful school environment” as “one that protects students and staff against
immediate injury or disease and promotes prevention activities and attitudes against
known risk factors that might lead to future disease or disability."*

Provision of safe and sufficient water, sanitation, and shelter from the elements are basic
necessities for a healthy physical learning environment. Equally important is the protection
from biological, physical, and chemical risks that can threaten children’s health (see Table 1).
Infectious diseases carried by water, and physical hazards associated with poor
construction and maintenance practices are examples of risks children and school
personnel face at schools throughout the world.

Table 1: Components of a healthy school environment

Provision of basic necessities e Shelter

e \Warmth

e \Water

e Food

e Light

¢ \entilation

e Sanitary facilities

e Emergency medical care

Protection from biological threats e Molds

¢ Unsafe or insufficient water

¢ Unsafe food

e \ectorborne diseases

e \/enomous animals

¢ Rodents and hazardous insects
e Other animals (e.g. dogs)

Protection from physical threats ¢ Traffic and transport

¢ \/iolence and crime

® |njuries

e Extreme heat and cold
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