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Background: School policies have the potential to reduce students’ opportunities 
to smoke, decrease exposure to adult modeling of smoking, and change norms 
regarding the acceptability of smoking. Most studies of policy effectiveness 
have utilized survey data to indicate policy content. Only a few studies have 
systematically analyzed the written content of policies and linked those data with 
student outcomes. This study aimed to: 1) develop a coding system to measure 
the inclusion of specific policy components; 2) use the coding system to evaluate 
the comprehensiveness of school policies in a large sample of school districts; 
and 3) analyze the relationship between policy comprehensiveness and student 
outcomes. 

Methods: Tobacco policies from 129 school districts participating in the 2008 New 
York Youth Tobacco Survey were coded for the presence of specific components. 
A comprehensiveness scale was calculated for each school district. Logistic 
regression analyses were performed to examine the relationship between the 
comprehensiveness scale and youth outcomes. 

Results: The comprehensiveness of a school district’s tobacco policies was 
significantly associated with observations of other students smoking on school 
property. A one policy-component increase was associated with a 1.8% lower odds 
of reporting seeing other students smoking on school property in the past 30 days. 
Although not significant, a similar trend was present for reports of seeing adults 
smoking on school property. 

Conclusions: These findings contribute to the small literature suggesting 
protective effects of school tobacco policies on student outcomes. 

Student Survey Subjects and Procedures

This study used student survey data from the 2008 New York Youth Tobacco 
Survey (YTS). The universe for the NY YTS consists of students in grades 6 through 
12 attending public, parochial, and private schools in New York. Across all areas, 
373 schools responded out of the 407 invited to participate, a 91.6% participation 
rate. Four classes in each middle school and eight classes from each high school 
were randomly selected to take part in the survey. Within the selected classes, 
the student participation rate was 89.2%. The overall response rate was 81.7% 
(91.6% × 89.2%).

The survey consisted of a paper and pencil questionnaire that takes 35–45 minutes 
to complete. Data were collected between February and May, 2008.

The student data used for this study were limited to data from students in public 
middle or high schools. The sample included 11,839 middle school students and 
14,802 high school students. The sample was 49.4% female. Students represented 
222 schools in 129 school districts.

Student Outcome Measures
 ■ Current cigarette smoking or smokeless tobacco use

 ■ Frequent cigarette smoking or smokeless tobacco use 

 ■ Cigarette smoking or smokeless tobacco use on school property (last 30 
days)

 ■ Observation of students smoking cigarettes on school property (last 30 days)

 ■ Observation of adults smoking cigarettes on school property (last 30 days)

School Tobacco Policy Data / Collection of Policies

The 171 school districts containing public middle or high schools that participated 
in the 2008 New York YTS were contacted and asked to send all policies that might 
contain references to tobacco. Districts were specifically asked to mail the following 
8 types of policies, although they were encouraged to mail any policy with a 
reference to tobacco:

1. Stand-alone Tobacco Policy 

2. Code of Conduct 

3. Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug (ATOD) Policy

4. Wellness Policy; 

5. Athletic Code; 

6. Dress Code

7. Student/parent handbook

8. Staff handbook. 

Policies were collected between May and August, 2008. The recruitment process 
involved calling each district, identifying a liaison (e.g. superintendent, district 
clerk, or district secretary), and requesting specific district-level policies that were 
in effect during the 2007–2008 academic year. District liaisons were mailed a letter 
that specified the policies to submit, along with a pre-paid/pre-addressed FedEx 
return envelope. Non-responding districts were sent a reminder e-mail after three 
weeks and a final reminder phone call after six weeks. One hundred and thirty 
districts (76%) provided policies.

School Tobacco Policy Coding

Multiple documents were received from each district. For the purposes of this 
study, the documents considered were the Stand-Alone Tobacco Policy, the 
Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug (ATOD) Policy, the Code of Conduct and the 
Wellness Policy.

The coding system was guided by the CDC Guidelines for School Health Programs 
to Prevent tobacco Use and Addiction,1 and modeled on the School Tobacco Policy 
Index developed by the Center for Tobacco Policy Research.13 It was also informed 
by earlier policy rubrics developed by Pentz et al.,5 Glasgow et al.,14 and Stephens 
and English.15 Coding sheets and a codebook were developed to identify the 
presence of specific policy components. The coding sheet contained 75 policy 
components. 

Two project analysts were trained to code the policies. If a policy component 
was present in any of the 4 policy types, credit was given to the district for that 
component. Ten percent of districts were cross-coded to test inter-coder reliability. 
Inter-coder agreement averaged 97%.

In guidelines for school health programs to prevent tobacco use and addiction, the 
CDC designates development and enforcement of school policy on tobacco use 
as a key component of a comprehensive approach and provides recommended 
components for such policy.1 Schools are in a prime position to reduce initiation 
of tobacco use, and school policies are a means of reaching large numbers of 
adolescents. There are numerous pathways through which school tobacco polices 
could affect prevalence and intensity of student tobacco use. Such policies can 
reduce students’ opportunities to smoke, decrease exposure to adult modeling of 
smoking, change norms regarding the acceptability of smoking, and reduce access 
to tobacco products. 

Even low-risk students (no family or friends who smoke) are at increased risk for 
smoking if they often see students smoking near their school, report that students 
at their school smoke where they are not allowed, and attend a school with a 
relatively high student smoking rate.2 Smoking by teachers during school hours 
is also associated with adolescent smoking.3 These findings suggest the need 
for policies to prevent students and staff from using tobacco on or near school 
property. 

Research on the potential effects of school policies on adolescent tobacco use 
has been inconclusive. A 2004 review of school substance use policies4 showed 
substantial variation in the comprehensiveness of policies and the orientation 
of their enforcement (i.e. punitive vs. remedial) and provided mixed results on 
policy effects on adolescent smoking behavior. However, some studies5-10 provide 
preliminary evidence that more comprehensive school policies are associated with 
less smoking among adolescents. These studies also suggest that nuances in school 
policies such as prohibitions against staff smoking,7 and provision of cessation 
services for students and staff,10 can enhance policy effectiveness. 

There is a growing need for reliable and validated methods to evaluate the 
scope and impact of school tobacco policies.11 To date, most studies of policy 
effectiveness have utilized staff survey data to indicate policy content and 
comprehensiveness. Only a few studies6,10,12 have systematically analyzed the 
written content of policies and linked those data with student outcomes. The 
present study aims to fill this gap and contribute to knowledge regarding the 
effects of school tobacco policies by: 

1. developing a coding system to measure the inclusion of specific tobacco-
related policy components in school policies

2. using the coding system to evaluate the comprehensiveness of policies in a 
large sample of school districts

3. analyzing the relationship between policy comprehensiveness and student 
outcomes. 

Analysis
 ■ A comprehensiveness scale was calculated by collapsing components (e.g., 

prohibition of tobacco use was combined for buildings and grounds) into a 
29-point scale.

 ■ Each district was given a policy score by summing the number of components 
present in its tobacco policies. The scale used for analysis included the following 
29 components: 

 ● Domain #1: Overseeing & communicating the policy
 ◆ Policy will be communicated with signage
 ◆ Policy is communicated annually to students
 ◆ Policy is communicated annually to staff
 ◆ Policy is communicated annually to visitors
 ◆ Policy is communicated annually to the community
 ◆ Policy is in effect at all times
 ◆ Policy identifies a contact person/protocol for dealing with questions, 

complaints or violations
 ● Domain #2: Advertising/Promotion

 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco advertising in buildings or on school grounds
 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco advertising at school-sponsored events
 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco companies from sponsoring school or district events
 ◆ Policy prohibits students from using clothing or gear with tobacco brand 

logos
 ◆ Policy requires that school libraries use tobacco –free editions of 

publications
 ● Domain #3: Tobacco-free environments & events

 ◆ Policy prohibits sale of tobacco on school property
 ◆ Policy prohibits sale of tobacco at school-sponsored events
 ◆ Policy prohibits possession of tobacco by students on school grounds 
 ◆ Policy prohibits possession of tobacco by students at school-sponsored 

events
 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco use by students in school buildings or on school 

grounds
 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco use by adults in school buildings or on school 

grounds
 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco use in school district vehicles
 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco use by students at school-sponsored events
 ◆ Policy prohibits tobacco use by adults at school-sponsored events. 

 ● Domain #4: Enforcement of policy
 ◆ Policy mentions specific enforcement protocols for students
 ◆ Policy mentions specific enforcement protocols for staff
 ◆ Policy mentions specific enforcement protocols for visitors
 ◆ Policy requires that non-punitive resources such as Alternatives to Suspen-

sion programs be provided to students in the event of policy violations
 ● Domain #5: Education

 ◆ Policy requires that students receive tobacco prevention education
 ● Domain #6: Cessation resources

 ◆ Policy requires that cessation resources are provided to students
 ◆ Policy requires that cessation resources are provided to staff

 ● Domain #7: Rationale behind policy
 ◆ Policy contains a tobacco-relevant rationale for the existence of the policy

 ■ Logistic regression analyses were performed to examine the relationship 
between the single comprehensiveness scale and the youth outcome measures. 

 ● Sampling weights were used to make the YTS data more representative of 
the population in New York. 

 ● All analyses controlled for student race, gender, age, the presence of a 
smoker in the home, and school type (middle or high school). 

 ● Analyses also accounted for clustering of youth within schools to control for 
the fact that youth attending the same school may be similar in ways that 
could confound the results. 

 ● Policy and corresponding YTS data from New York City (NYC) were excluded 
from the analysis because NYC has a single policy that encompasses all of the 
smaller geographic districts, making it quite different from the rest of the state. 
Data from 129 districts were therefore used in analysis. Separate analyses that 
included the NYC data were similar to the results reported here.
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 ■ The lowest policy score was 0 (these 3 districts did not include tobacco content 
in the 4 policy types that were analyzed) and the highest policy score was 28 
(out of 29 possible points).

 ■ The mean policy score for all 129 districts was 13.79 and the standard deviation 
was 6.11.

 ■ The comprehensiveness of a school district’s tobacco policies was significantly 
associated with observations of other students smoking cigarettes on school 
property. A one policy-component increase was associated with a 1.8% lower 
odds of reporting seeing other students smoking on school property in the past 
30 days: p=.043, OR=0.98 (0.96, 0.99). 

 ■ Although not significant, a similar trend was present for reports of seeing adults 
smoking on school property: p=0.09, OR=.99 (0.98, 1.00).

 ■ There were no associations between the comprehensiveness of a school 
district’s tobacco policies and student self-reported tobacco use behaviors.

 ■ These findings contribute to the small literature suggesting protective effects of 
school tobacco policies on student outcomes. 

 ■ Fewer observations of seeing students and adults smoking on school property 
is important, as it reduces the perceived acceptability of smoking. 

 ■ Consistent with a 2004 review of school drug policies by Evans-Whipp, et al,4 
and research by Lovato,6 this study suggests that comprehensive policies may 
have a greater effect on on-campus smoking behavior than overall/current 
smoking behavior among students. 

 ■ In one of the few other studies to systematically code school tobacco polices 
and relate those policies to student outcomes,12 the key variable associated with 
student outcomes was not policy comprehensiveness, but enforcement of school 
policies, indicating that consistent enforcement may be more important than 
specific policy content. 
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 ■ This study was limited to examination of written tobacco policies. Information 
is not currently available regarding the actual implementation or enforcement 
of these policies within NY schools. This study would have benefitted from a 
concurrent school-level survey assessing implementation and enforcement of 
policies within schools to examine the relationship between written policies, 
actual implementation and enforcement of policies, and student outcomes.

 ■ The measure of overall policy comprehensiveness employed gives equal 
weighting to each policy component, however some individual components 
may be of greater importance to student outcomes than others.

 ■ This study was cross-sectional, therefore causality cannot be determined for 
significant findings. Districts that experience problems with tobacco use on 
campus may be more likely to draft stronger policies to address those problems. 
If this is the case, a longitudinal design study could better detect the effects of 
policy. 
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