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Attitudes of the High School Teachers and Students Towards
Smoking: Two Sides of the Story

Smoking habit in teachers and students
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Abstract

Objectives: To assess and compare the attitudes of high school
students and teachers towards smoking, their knowledge about
smoking-related diseases and their opinions on current legal
restrictions.

Methods: A questionnaire was administered to 1052 high
school students and 172 teachers. The mean age of the student
group (59.7% males) was 16.1 +1.3 years and that of the
teachers group (50.6% males) was 38.3+ 7.8 years.

Results: Smoking prevalence was significantly higher among
teachers (40.7%) than students (13.1%) (p=0.000) and higher
in males than females in both groups. Mean age of starting

Keywords: Smoking, student smokers, teacher smokers

smoking was 13.2+ 2.7 years for students and 18.9 +5.2 years for
teachers. As provoking factors, the effect of imitation of smokers
was more significant in the teachers group, while the effects of
environment were more significant among the students.
Teachers had a greater awareness of the hazards of smoking than
the students and they were also more sensitive to the legal

restrictions.
Conclusion: It was concluded that educators should be the first
group to be addressed in education programs for prevention of

smoking.
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Introduction

Smoking is a major health hazard worldwide. In Turkey, it is
reported that 43.5% of adults are smokers and that most smokers
acquire the habit during adolescence (1). The smoking problem
of adolescents is a very important issue. Likewise, the role of the
teachers in dealing with this problem is of great importance.

This study was designed to assess and compare a) the attitudes
of high school students and teachers towards smoking, b) their
knowledge on smoking related diseases, and c) their opinions
on legal issues pertaining to smoking.

Materials and Methods

From the 13 high schools in Manisa province in Turkey, 8
accepted to participate in the study. Students were selected by
systematic randomized sampling, according to the numbers in
the classes. All teachers who were willing to participate were
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Table 1. Demographic features and smoking habits of
the students

Table 2: Demographic features and smoking habits of the
teachers

Smokers | Occasional Non- Smokers(%) Occasional Non-
(%) Smokers(%) | Smokers(%) smokers smokers

Total group(n=1052) 13.1(n=138) [ 15.9(n=168) | 70.9(n=746) Total group(172) 40.7(n=70) 17.4(n=30) 41.9(n=72)
GENDER(p=0.000)* GENDER (p=0.016)*

Male(n=628) 59.7 17.2(n=108) | 16.1(n=101) | 66.7(n=419) Male (n=87) 50.6 48.3(n=43) 10.1(n=9) 41.6(n=67)

Female(n=424) 40.3 7.1(n=30) | 15.8(n=67) | 77.1(n=327) Female (n=79) 45.9 32.5(n=27) 25.3(n=21)  42.2(n=35)
CLASS(p=0.000)* MARITAL

gh grade(n=339) 7.6(n=26) 5.3(n=18) | 87.0(n=295) STATUS (p=0.3)

10% grade(n=394) 12.6(n=50) | 17.8(n=70) | 69.5(n=274) Married 38.8(n=59) 17.1(n=26)  44.1(n=67)

11% grade(n=319) 19.4(n=62) | 25.0(n=80) | 55.5(n=177) Unmarried 55.0(n=11) 20.0(n=4) 25.0(n=5)

PARENTAL STATUS
(p=0.001)*
Living with family(n=926) | 11.9(n=111) | 15.2(n=141) | 72.8(n=674)

Away from family(n=126) | 21.4(n=27) | 21.4(n=27) | 57.1(n=72)
SMOKING HABITS OF
THE FAMILY

Mother smoking(p=1.0) 16.5(n=44) | 17.3(n=46) | 66.2(n=176)

Father smoking(p=0.93) 12.5(n=80) | 16.2(n=101) | 71.0(n=442)
3

INSTITUTION (p=0.6)
State school
Private school

42.3(n=63)
30.4(n=7)

16.6 (n=25) 40.9(n=61)
21.7 (n=5) 47.8(n=11)

*Statistically significant.

Table 3. Factors influencing the initiation of smoking

Sibling smoking(p=0.000)* | 26.9(n=53) | 22.8(n=45) 50.3(n=99) Teachers(%) Students(%)
*Statistically significant Curiosity 37(37) 31.0(n=95)
Immitation 38(38) 26.5(n=81)
5 Environment 9(9) 24 .5(n=75)
Table 4. Knowledge about hazards of smoking - -
Having a particular 16(16) 18.0(n=55)
Students(%) Teachers(%) P value problem
Smoking is 95.6(n=998) 100(n=172)  0.001 P 0.96

dangerous for health

Aware of smoking-
related diseases

Bladder Cancer 43.4(n=401) 56.7(n=93) 0.007
Lung Cancer 95.8(n=980) 99.4(n=170) 0.001
Mouth Cancer 74.8(n=727) 84.7(n=144)  0.003
Larynx Cancer 87.1(n=873) 97.7(n=167)  0.0000
Cardiovascular 86.9(n=872) 94.7(n=162)  0.014

Disease

Chronic Bronchitis 67.8(n=659) 56.7(n=93) 0.018

Infant Death
Syndrome

76.0(n=746) 100(n=172) 0.000

Cerebrovascular 74.5(n=738) 80.0(n=136) 0.08

Disease

Aware of the effects of 82.4(n=829) 92.0(n=150) 0.008

passive smoking

included in the study. The study was conducted on a total
of 1052 high school students and 172 teachers.

Physicians from the Departments of Pulmonology and
Psychiatry administered a questionnaire prepared in accor-
dance with the criteria recommended by the World Health
Organization (2). The questionnaire included a variety of
questions on tobacco use, family status, the hazards of
active and passive smoking, smoking-related diseases, their
opinions about the law on smoking which was passed in
1996 in Turkey and about the current legal antismoking
regulations. Smoking habit was classified into 3 groups, as
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smokers (at least 1 per day), non-smokers and occasional
smokers (less than 1 per day).

Data from the questionnaire were evaluated statistically
with SPSS 8.0 by using chi-square, t test and correlation
analyses.

Results

In the students group, 59.7% (n=628) were males and
40.3% (n=424) were females. The mean age of the group
was 16.1+1.3 years. Significant differences were found
between sexes and among students of different grades

(Table 1).

In the teachers group, 50.6% (n=87) were males and
45.9% (n=79) were females. The mean age of the teachers
was 38.3+7.8 years (Table 2).

As seen in Tables 1 and 2, smoking prevalence was signifi-
cantly higher among the teachers (40.7%, n=70) as com-
pared to the students (13.1%, n=138) (p=0.000). Smoking
prevalence among males was higher in both groups [17.2%
in males, 7.1% in female students (p=0.00 ) and 48.3% in
male, 32.5% in female teachers (p= 0.016)]. Prevalence
among the students showed an increase in the higher grades.
The prevalence was also higher among the students who
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Table 5. Knowledge and agreement about the Tobacco Law

Students(%)  Teachers(%) P Value

Table 6. Opinions about smoking

Teachers P Value
(%) (%)

Opinion Students

Most of the smokers can quit 82.9(n=859) 89.9(n=152) 0.066*

if they want

It is disturbing to be with a smoker ~ 89.3(n=920) 85.3(n=145) 0.020

Adults should be good examples by 93.0(n=958) 86.4(n=146) 0.010
being non-smokers

Law 66.7(n=690) 92.2(n=154) 0.000
Legal precaution I* 82.5(n=843) 89.4(n=152) 0.013
(p=0.000)
Legal precaution II* 85.9(n=883) 89.4(n=152) 0.02
(p=0.000
Legal precaution III* 91.8(n=953) 97.1(n=166) 0.007
(p=0.000)
Legal precaution [V* 69.18n=708) 52.7(n=89) 0.000
(p=0.000)

To convince the public for quitting  32.9(n=335) - 33.9(n=56) 0.043
is the responsiblity of the physicians

Legal precaution V* 89.58(n=928) 97.1(n=165) 0.000

\i:0.000)

Most people cannot quit though 85.7(n=870) 79.3(n=134) 0.023

they are advised to quit

* | There should be a warning label on cigarette packages stating that smoking is
dangerous for health.

*Il. Tobacco advertisements should be prohibited.

*IIl.Smoking in public areas should be forbidden.

*\/.The costs of tobacco should be greatly increased

*V/.Cigarette should not be sold to children/adolescents under age 18.

lived away from their parents as compared to those living
with their family (p=0.001). There was no correlation
between the habits of parents and students, but smoking

habits of siblings were directly correlated with each other
(p=0.000).

Marital status and the type of the school did not lead to
any significant differences in the smoking habits of the
teachers. The mean age for beginning smoking was
13.242.7 years for the students and 18.9+5.2 years for the
teachers (p=0.0000).

As factors influencing initiation of smoking, curiosity and
having a particular problem were equally distributed in
both the students and teachers groups. Imitation of others
was given as the most frequent reason for starting smoking
in the teachers group while curiosity was the most frequent
reason for the students.

Knowledge about the hazards of smoking and smoking-
related diseases are shown in Table 4.

Awareness on hazards of smoking for all categories except for
cerebrovascular disease was higher in the teachers’ group.
Knowledge and opinions of the students about the law on
restricting smoking consumption which became effective
in 1996 in Turkey and about some of the items covered by
this law, are shown in Table 5.

The teachers were more sensitive about the legal precautions
than the students, but the majority of the students also
agreed that these precautions should be put into practice.
Opinions about smoking are shown in Table 6.
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If there were an efficient method 85.2(n=858) 82.4(n=136) 0.20*
to quit smoking, the professionals in
this field would be more willing

to advise people to quit

*Not signisicant

Both groups agreed with the opinions suggested in the ques-
tionnaire as shown in Table 6. There were slight differences
in some of these items between the two groups. The ratio of
positive answers was higher in the students group in three of
the listed items (that it is disturbing to be a smoker; that most
people cannot quit though they are advised to do so; and that
adults should be good examples by being non-smokers).

Discussion

Teenage smoking continues to present a significant public
health problem. Children begin to smoke in elementary
school or in high school and consumption level is the high-
est during university years (3). A great number of studies
have been conducted on smoking habits in adolescents;
prevalence was reported to be 24.1% in Italy (4) and over
30% in the USA after the 7th grade (5). Studies in Turkey
indicate a prevalence between 18% and 43% among sec-
ondary school students (6-8). The prevalence in our group
was 13.1% and lower than other studies. It increases with
age. Studies on different school groups in many countries
including Turkey revealed a prevalence of 5.6% for students
in elementary school. The prevalence values were between
17.9% and 43.0% for high school students and between
20.1% and 51.2% at university level (4-6,8,9,10,11,12).
The high prevalence among males obtained in this study is
similar to the results of many studies (8,9,10,11,12).

The prevalence among teachers (40.7%) in our series was
similar to the prevalence of the general population in
Turkey, (43.6%) (1). The prevalence rates among teachers
in Spain, Japan, Romania, Malaysia, India and in Turkey

were reported as 37.2%, 44.7%, 33.0%, 20.0%, 21.4%, and

45




43% respectively (13-18). The prevalance was higher in
males, as also reported in many other studies (19,20).

As factors influencing the initiation of smoking, curiosity
and having a particular problem were equally distributed in
both the student and teacher groups. Interestingly, imita-
tion was found to be a more significant factor in the teach-
ers’ group while environmental factors were found to be
more effective in the students’ group. The ratio of the
smokers was high among the students away from their fam-
ilies. Also, a significant correlation was found among sib-
lings. These findings emphasize the importance of social
environment. The habits of the family members are very
closely correlated with the attitudes of their children. This
high ratio of imitation as a factor in initiating smoking
should alert teachers and make them aware of the effect of
their behaviour on their students.

The age of onset of smoking has dropped over the past
decades. In 1950 most smokers began smoking after age 18
whereas after 1985 the age of onset has gone lower. In our
study group, the age of initiation was 13.2+2.7 years for stu-
dents and 18.9+5.2 years (range from 8 to 44 years) for the
teachers. Children who begin to smoke during elementary
school are more likely to smoke as adults than individuals
who begin at older ages. A previous study showed that indi-
viduals who started smoking before age 13 were less likely
to stop smoking than those who started after age 13 (18).
Therefore, early identification of these high-risk group stu-
dents is very important.

It can be said that interaction between adolescents is a very
important factor influencing the prevalance of cigarette
smoking. Adolescents continue smoking though they are
aware of the hazards. Youth should be educated as early as
possible about these hazards and educational programs
should be planned and continued throughout the elemen-
tary school period. These programs should also aim to
improve the social environment.

Curiosity and imitation appeared to be the two most impor-
tant factors initiating smoking among the students. Teachers
are considered to be one of the most effective professionals
in antismoking programs and their attitudes can have a big
impact on the students (13). In school centers which apply
the non-smoking regulations or include antitobacco issues in
their curricula, the percentage of teachers smoking in front
of their pupils is significantly lower. For this reason, head-
masters must enforce the application of non-smoking regula-
tion in their schools (13). Unfortunately, the results of this
study were not encouraging in this aspect, since the advice of
a teacher who is a smoker himself would not be very effective
in encouraging students to be non-smokers.

46

Although the teachers were slightly better-informed in this
respect, the majority of the students were also aware of the
hazards of active and passive smoking and knew about
smoking-related diseases. Raudsepp reported that an aware-
ness of smoking being associated with heart and lung disease
which was reported be more widespread among ex-smokers
and non-smokers than among current smokers (21)

Teachers were more informed about the law against smok-
ing although 66.7% of the students were also aware of the
law. It is expected that teachers act as the disseminators of
this valuable knowledge to the students and to the public.
In this study, while both the student and the teacher groups
agreed that the legal precautions for restriction of smoking
should be put into practice, the teachers were more willing.

Pierce reported that strategies promoted by statewide
tobacco control programs can potentially be effective and
that these efforts should be continued and expanded (22).
In spite of their limitations, school-based campaigns are the
most effective weapons against smoking (3). In a study by
Scheffels (23), it was concluded that public authorities
should introduce a set of universal rules for smoking among
students and teachers in upper secondary schools since,
compared with schools without such a plan, smoking is less
frequent among both teachers and students in schools where
these rules are applied (4). In another study from Spain, the
degree of awareness and compliance of legal and normative
regulations regarding promotion, sales and consumption of
cigarettes was investigated (24). It was concluded that prin-
cipals of secondary school were aware of the existing policy
and in most cases largely restricted public consumption, but
that there were still some important gaps regarding signals,
consumption in outdoor public spaces and teachers con-
sumption in their own offices, indicating a need for specific
interventions (24). We feel that there are some gaps in the
application of legal restrictions also in Turkey. Kumar (17)
pointed out that non-smokers were in greater agreement
with various anti-smoking measures compared to smokers.

The opinions expressed by the students in this study indi-
cate that a high proportion of the students believe that
smoking may be disturbing to others, that most smokers
cannot quit although they are advised to do so, and that
adults should be good examples by being non-smokers. This
last thought is probably the most important of all. These
results emphasize the importance of adults as models in the
eyes of children and adolescents and the ineffectiveness of
advice which is not accompanied by supportive behaviour.
In conclusion, this study also shows that education in smok-
ing prevention should be started with the educators, since
teacher motivation alone can promote effective implemen-
tation of behavior change in public schools (25).
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