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Health is not merely the absence of disease – it is physical, mental, and social well-being. When students are ill, hungry, or distracted by family or social problems, they cannot pay attention or participate fully in class. Unless schools address these barriers to learning, education--and education reform--will not succeed. Just as education is necessary to stay healthy, good health is also a prerequisite for learning.

Schools are part of the nation's health promotion and prevention strategy. The U.S. Surgeon General's Healthy People 2010 agenda, which defines the nation's health objectives for individuals and communities, states that educational and community-based programs played an integral role in the attainment of Healthy People 2000 objectives and, by reaching people outside traditional health care settings, are fundamental for health promotion and quality of life.

Dropping out of school is associated with delayed employment opportunities, poverty, and poor health. During adolescence, dropping out of school is associated with multiple social and health problems, including substance abuse, delinquency, intentional and unintentional injury, and unintended pregnancy. Some researchers suggest that the antecedents of drug and alcohol problems, school dropout, delinquency, and a host of other problems can manifest themselves. These antecedents include low academic achievement and low attachment to school, adverse peer influence, inadequate family management and parental supervision, parental substance abuse, sensation-seeking behavior, and diminished personal capabilities.

Now the nation's public health agenda focuses on prevention of chronic diseases that can be prevented by behavior changes. The Surgeon General, in Healthy People 2010, states that community health is profoundly affected by the collective behaviors, attitudes and beliefs of everyone who lives in the community.

School health programs also address six preventable behaviors identified by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention that account for most of the serious illnesses and premature deaths in the United States. These behaviors, which are established in childhood, are (in no particular order of importance):

1. Tobacco use 

2. Poor eating habits 

3. Abuse of alcohol and other drugs 

4. Behaviors that result in intentional or unintentional injury 

5. Physical inactivity 

6. Sexual behaviors that result in HIV infection, other sexually transmitted diseases, or unintended pregnancy 

Our improved understanding of youth development, risk and resiliency factors, and the tendency of young people experiencing risk behaviors to exhibit more than one such behavior make it necessary to develop programs that are comprehensive--that is, affecting the underlying and long-lasting knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of students. 
