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Abstract
Shaping health awareness is one of the basic tasks of education, hence, creating healthy 
attitudes of children and young people should occupy an important place among the goals 
of education. In Poland, the role of a teacher as a health educator has been validated in key 
documents related to education and upbringing: general educational curriculum and educa-
tion standards preparing for the teaching profession. The implementation of health education 
requires extensive subject-related and pedagogical competences from teachers. The aim of 
this work was to review a research in the field of preparing teachers and students of teaching 
specialisations for the implementation of school health education, particularly concerning: 
knowledge about health determinants, the position of vital values (health, physical condition 
and well-being) in the hierarchy of values, the scale of healthy behaviours in lifestyle and 
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readiness to change as an important element of behaviour modification (also in the dimension 
of health culture). A review of the analysed studies showed a limited amount of knowledge 
in the field of health determinants and threats, low position of vital values in the hierarchy of 
values, prevalence of anti-health behaviours in lifestyle, and limited readiness of teachers and 
students of teaching faculties for a change regarding health-promoting behaviours.
 
Keywords: health education, teachers, students of teaching specialisations, professional 
competences.

Introduction

Shaping the health awareness of children and young people is one of the basic 
goals of education, in which the importance of care for health should be equated 
with both the existential, biological and social values of health, as well as the 
position of health in the value system (Kowalski, 2007). Pro-health behaviours, 
as behavioural determinants of health, are shaped in the process of socialisation 
as a result of the impact of norms and patterns functioning in an environment. 
The value of health is internalised through the implementation of complex edu-
cational programmes and creating conditions conducive to promoting pro-he-
alth behaviours. In this respect, a special role, next to the family, is played by 
school, which is obliged to create conditions for shaping the healthy attitudes 
and behaviours of students, including the implementation of health education.

According to the theory of social learning, teachers model students’ health 
behaviours, and their attitude towards their health can influence the preferred 
model of school health education. Therefore, an important condition for fulfill-
ing the role of a health educator is a teacher’s willingness to present his/her 
own attitude towards health through pro-health behaviours that may serve as 
a role model for students (Caussidier et al., 2011; Schee & Gard, 2014). Being 
aware of the importance and value of health, a teacher is a more reliable health 
educator. Within this context, proper preparation of teachers and teaching spe-
cialisation students in the field of knowledge about health and its determinants, 
their skills and methodological competences as well as pro-health attitudes and 
behaviours are a condition for the effective implementation of school health 
education and health promotion among children and the youth (Selvi, 2010; 
Moynihan et al., 2015).

School health education, as a significant long-term investment in public 
health, is an important element of the health policy in many European countries 
(Woynarowska, 2012; McKenzie & Lounsbery, 2013; Chin & Edginton, 2014; 
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Storey et al., 2016). Incorporated into the basic objectives of general education, 
in some countries, it functions as a separate school subject (e.g. Finland, Great 
Britain), while in others (Poland, Germany, Spain), the content of its various 
aspects is found in different teaching subjects.

In Poland, the role of a teacher as a health educator has been validated 
in key documents for the educational and upbringing process: general educa-
tion core curriculum (MEN, 2017) and educational standards preparing for the 
teaching profession (MNiSW, 2019). Pursuant to the assumptions of the general 
educational core curriculum, the obligation to implement health education was 
imposed on teachers of all specialisations, with emphasis placed on the special 
role of physical education teachers. In the current general education core cur-
riculum from 2017, it is indicated that the purpose of health education (as one 
of the key tasks of the school) is to shape students’ healthy attitudes, including 
habits related to hygiene, and to enrich knowledge on proper nutrition and the 
importance of physical activity (MEN, 2017). In the current standards preparing 
for the teaching profession, content in the field of health education was included 
in the area of psychological and pedagogical preparation (MNiSW, 2019). The 
content includes issues concerning human psycho-physical and socio-emotion-
al development, determinants of social behaviour, disorders of functioning dur-
ing adolescence, subjectivity, empathy, assertive and aggressive behaviours, 
decreased mood and depression, addictions and eating disorders, coping with 
stress, and various aspects of social communication.

Competences of teachers and teaching specialisation students 
in the area of health education

The implementation of health education requires extensive subject-related and 
pedagogical competences from teachers. Meanwhile, in research, the insuffi-
cient preparation of teachers of various specialisations to conduct school health 
education and a lack of interest in improving competences in this field, are 
indicated (Wiśniewska-Śliwińska et al., 2010; Adamiak, 2011; Woynarowska, 
2012). Attention should also be paid to the lack of an effective methodological 
support system and infrastructure for teacher training and limited interest of 
universities in supporting school health education (Woynarowska, 2012; Cha-
rzyńska-Gula et al., 2013). Significant deficits in the preparation of teaching 
students to create health culture for future students is also noted in the research 
(Wrona-Wolny & Makowska, 2011; Klimas & Laudańska-Krzemińska, 2015; 
Kosiba et al., 2017a).
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When discussing preparation for the implementation of health education 
at schools, attention should be paid to factors potentially conditioning its ef-
fectiveness, including: level of knowledge about health, methodological com-
petences, pro-health attitudes and behaviours, the position of health in the value 
system, and readiness of teachers and teaching students to change.

The key condition for shaping positive attitudes of school children and the 
youth towards health and health education is the reliable knowledge of teachers 
in this field. However, in the research, the limited amount of knowledge about 
health and its determinants among students (future teachers) is confirmed. In 
a study by Kosiba and others (2017a), it was found that more than 90% of 
students of teaching specialisations (including physical education) treat health 
as physical well-being, and 45% believe that the health of an individual and 
population depends, to the greatest extent, on the quality and availability of 
the health-care system. These results indicate the perception of health only 
in a physiological dimension, in accordance with the assumptions of the bio-
medical model and pathogenic orientation of medical sciences, departing from 
the modern holistic (bio-psycho-social) paradigm and salutogenic orientation 
of medical sciences. It has also been shown that the vast majority of students 
(83%) do not understand the concept of “life skills” (most often identifying 
them with self-care activities), and more than 40% do not see the role of health 
education in strengthening self-esteem and self-evaluation, which confirms the 
limited understanding of the goals of contemporary health education among 
future teachers. Furthermore, in research among active teachers, the limited re-
source of knowledge has been confirmed regarding determinants and threats 
to health (Piekut & Dziubanek, 2012; Nowicki et al., 2017). Among teachers 
working at different schools, an insufficient level of knowledge regarding the 
following have been noted: risk factors and prevention of chronic, including 
cardiovascular, diseases (Nowicki et al., 2010), environmental threats to health 
(Piekut & Dziubanek, 2012), procedures for providing first-aid (Bock et al., 
2014), recommendations for rational nutrition (Stankiewicz & Bogdańska, 
2013; Sharma et al., 2013), food allergies (Kowalski et al., 2009) as well as oral 
hygiene among children (Liontou et al., 2016). 

The implementation of a healthy lifestyle is also favoured by the high 
position of health in the entity’s value system (Kowalski, 2007). Meanwhile, 
the low position of vital values, including health, physical condition and well-
being, in the hierarchy of values of students and teachers is indicated in re-
search. In studies conducted among students of teaching specialisations at the 
University of Bialystok, it has been shown that vital values occupied the penul-
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timate position, before hedonistic, in the ranking of values (Dakowicz, 2006). 
The academic youth identified themselves most with ethical, cognitive and reli-
gious values. The importance that students – prospective teachers – attribute to 
health-related values has not changed significantly over the past several years. 
In studies conducted among students of teaching faculties at Kraków universi-
ties (Kosiba et al., 2017b), it has also been demonstrated that vital values are 
not highly appreciated by students (they are only in 8th place, out of 10 possible 
on the Schelerian Scale). The surveyed students value moral principles (good-
ness, honour, truthfulness, helping others) and truth-related values (intelligence, 
wisdom, broad mental horizons, knowledge) the highest. Different trends have 
been described among physical education students who attribute high impor-
tance to health-related values and place them higher or on an equal footing with 
love and family happiness (Szczepański, 2005). Vital values also did not obtain 
a high position in the teachers’ hierarchy of values. In the group of 580 people 
(300 special education teachers and 280 of other specialisations) from Lublin 
and Podkarpacie, only aesthetic values were classified below vital values (Par-
chomiuk, 2015).

In shaping the health culture of children and youth, in addition to prop-
erly implemented educational tasks, the personal example of a teacher, who 
can be an appropriate role model and promote a healthy lifestyle among stu-
dents through his/her pro-health behaviours, is also important. Meanwhile, the 
prevalence of anti-health behaviours in teachers’ lifestyles is indicated in re-
search (Prażmowska et al., 2011; Duda-Zalewska, 2012; Woynarowska-Sołdan 
& Tabak, 2013; Laudańska-Krzemińska, 2015; Laudańska-Krzemińska et al., 
2015). The limited scale of implementing a healthy lifestyle among teachers 
includes, in particular: nutritional mistakes, preferring passive rest and inef-
fective coping with psychological stress (Ogińska-Bulik, 2006; Zysnarska & 
Bernad, 2007; Woynarowska-Sołdan & Tabak, 2013; Sharma et al., 2013). 
Among physical education teachers (those who are the most responsible for 
modelling healthy behaviours of children and adolescents), an average level 
of pro-health behaviours in terms of proper eating habits, preventive behav-
iours, positive mental attitude and pro-health practices was demonstrated (Lip-
owski & Szczepańska-Klunder, 2013). Within the context of the particularly 
important role of recreational physical activity for the proper psychophysical 
development of children and adolescents, as well as improving health potential 
and quality of life in the later stages of ontogenesis, research results indicating 
a low level of physical activity of teachers are alarming (Zysnarska & Ber-
nad, 2007; Prażmowska et al., 2011; Biernat et al., 2012; Brito et al., 2012; 
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Webber et al., 2012; Woynarowska-Sołdan & Tabak, 2013). Physical educa-
tion teachers, who significantly more actively participate in physical culture 
(Laudańska-Krzemińska, 2015), do not fit into these tendencies. The low scale 
of teachers’ pro-health behaviours corresponds to the results of other studies in 
which the prevalence of various health problems, including mental diseases and 
psychosomatic disorders among teachers, has been indicated (Seibt et al., 2013; 
Scheuch et al., 2015). A limited level of pro-health behaviours has also been 
demonstrated among students with a teaching educational profile. In studies 
among academic youth in teaching faculties, the low participation of students 
in physical activity has been confirmed (Mędrela-Kuder, 2011; Romanowska-
Tołloczko, 2011; Podstawski et al., 2012; Palacz, 2014; Deasy et al., 2015; Ko-
siba et al., 2016; Monhollen et al., 2016), as well as the increasing occurrence 
of nutritional irregularities and errors (Walentukiewicz, 2010; Romanowska-
Tołłoczko, 2011; Rasińska, 2012; Palacz 2014). The low level of pro-health 
behaviours among students also concerned preventive measures, among others, 
according to Inwentarz Zachowań Zdrowotnych [The Inventory of Health Be-
haviours] by Z. Juczyński (2012), compliance with medical recommendations, 
regular preventive check-ups and gaining knowledge about health determinants 
and threats (Nitecka-Walerych, 2005; Kosiba et al., 2016). In addition, despite 
the knowledge of the pathophysiological properties of psychoactive substances, 
the academic youth often reach for alcoholic beverages (Łysak et al., 2009) and 
tobacco products (Lisicki & Kosińska, 2010; Romanowska-Tołłoczko, 2011).

The optimal level of readiness for a change is also conducive to enrich-
ing teachers’ competences to implement school health education. Readiness to 
change is defined as the subjective perception of the requirements of the environ-
ment, associated with specific emotional states, cognitive processes and behav-
ioural elements, resulting from the interpretation of objective reality (Kriegel & 
Brandt, 1996). In one of the models of readiness for change (Kriegel & Brandt, 
1996), seven indicators were distinguished, including: ingenuity, passion, self-
confidence, optimism, risk-taking, adaptability (flexibility and resilience) and 
tolerance of uncertainty. A person with an optimal readiness-to-change profile 
can effectively implement ideas, is positive about reality, active and open to 
new challenges, aware of competences and adapts well to environmental condi-
tions (Kriegel & Brandt, 1996). Readiness to change fits in with the essence of 
modern models of changing health behaviours, including the transtheoretical 
model, concerning the phased introduction, continuation and maintenance of 
health-promoting behaviours, which was confirmed among students in the area 
of modelling the level of physical activity, elimination of nutritional errors and 
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diet rationalisation as well as limitation of alcohol consumption (Harris et al., 
2008; Kazemi et al., 2012; Dae-Jung et al., 2014; Han et al., 2017). Moreover, 
in research among teachers, it has been confirmed that readiness to change is 
one of the factors conditioning the development of professional competenc-
es, also in the dimension of health culture (Leśniewska, 2016; Yusuf & Gil, 
2016; Winardi & Prianto, 2016; Kondakci et al., 2017). However, in research 
by Leśniewska (2016), the limited readiness for changes among teachers was 
demonstrated. This varied depending on age and experience, with an indica-
tion of greater openness to changes among younger teachers. Teachers’ low 
willingness to change behaviours related to their health problems has also been 
confirmed in Brazilian studies (Rossi-Barbosa et al., 2015). The importance 
of teachers’ readiness to change for the effective functioning of the education 
system has also been highlighted in Malaysia (Aziz et al., 2015). In other stud-
ies, it has been shown that an important predictor of teachers’ willingness to 
change is trust in school as an institution (Zayim & Kondakci, 2014; Kondakci 
et al., 2017). Within this context, the supportive role of the school environment, 
cooperating to obtain such a school culture, should be pointed out, in which 
teacher communication and mutual relations are particularly strengthened and 
appreciated, becoming a “vital” force in periods of change. Research results 
also showed that teachers working at smaller schools are more likely to accept 
and implement changes, in which cooperation, mutual commitments and sup-
port imply greater willingness and desire to participate in changes (Zayim & 
Kondakci, 2014). In the education system, knowledge about the level of readi-
ness of teachers to change can be an important instrument of the effective func-
tioning of a school, also in the area of health education of school children and 
the youth.

Conclusions

Nowadays, the role of a teacher is not limited to teaching and upbringing, but re-
fers to a wide spectrum of cultural, cognitive and civilization factors. Within the 
context of numerous threats to holistically defined health, education regarding 
the health of children and adolescents in the area of its behavioural, psycho-so-
cial and environmental determinants, may be an important factor in promoting 
health and early prevention of chronic diseases at later stages of ontogenesis. 
Thanks to the efforts of many generations of experts and teachers, health edu-
cation is now becoming an important area of general education, implemented 
by teachers of all specialisations, with emphasis on the special role of physical 
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education teachers. However, not all teachers, including those teaching physi-
cal education, have accepted changes in the core-curriculum regarding health 
education. Indeed, they see the need to educate students about health, but this 
area of education is still treated marginally at school (Zadarko-Domaradzka et 
al., 2014). The primary activity of schools is focused on educational results, 
neglecting students’ health problems. In many countries, the status of school 
health education is still low, and school staff, mainly teachers, are unaware of 
their role in shaping health-promoting behaviours and health promotion. In 
research, it has been shown that teachers (and students) who have undergone 
relevant training in health education and also place health high in their value 
hierarchy, are more likely to engage in health promotion projects and present 
a more comprehensive approach to health education (Didier et al., 2008; Kosiba 
et al., 2019). Therefore, assuming that the preferred values direct human acti-
vity, and modern health education is education towards different body-related 
values (aesthetic, hedonistic, agonist, utilitarian and vital), in the education of 
students – future teachers - attention should be paid not only to the preparation 
of knowledge and skills concerning the protection and increasing health, but 
also on the value of holistically defined health.
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