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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Student Health 2005: Gauging the Health of Peel’s Youth summarizes the 
results from the School Health Assessment Survey, the largest survey of health 
behaviours of children aged 12 to 19 years ever conducted in Canada. 
 
This survey was designed by Peel Health in collaboration with its partners in 
education, the Peel District School Board and the Dufferin-Peel Catholic District 
School Board.  Data were collected from a sample of over 7,000 children in 
grades 7 to 12 during the spring and fall of 2004.  The data collected from this 
survey and summarized in this report will be used to support and plan programs 
that protect and improve the health of Peel’s school-age children. 
 
Topics included in the survey and described in this report include:  
 

 Student profile 
 Eating habits, body weight and physical activity  
 Tobacco, alcohol, marijuana and drug use 
 Bullying and safety  
 Mental health and self esteem 
 Sexual health 
 Dental health  
 Injuries 
 Sun safety 

 
It should be noted that the data contained in this report are not generalizable to 
all Grade 7 to 12 students in the Region of Peel, as the survey was administered 
to a sample of students in only two participating school boards (i.e. students in 
private schools were excluded).  In addition, findings for students in the two 
participating boards should be interpreted with caution, as data could not be 
adjusted for other factors such as non-response, sex and sampling method.  
These and other limitations are discussed in more detail in the data methods and 
limitations section at the end of this report. 
 
Throughout this report, the use of the terms “Peel students” and “students in 
Peel”, where survey results are reported, refers to survey respondents. 
 
The key findings of each chapter of the report are summarized below. 
 
Student Profile 
 
A total of 11,960 elementary and secondary students were invited to participate 
in the survey.  
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Of these, 66% (7,853) completed the survey.  Six per cent (512) did not specify 
sex and/or grade on their surveys and were excluded from the final analyses. 
The sample was adjusted to reflect the proportion of the sample in the population 
of students from grades 7 to 12 in Peel. 
 
Fifty-five per cent of the sample was female.  Close to three in every ten (29%) 
students in Peel reported they had been born outside Canada. 
 
Eating Habits 
 
In general, vegetable and fruit consumption was low.  One in every two (49%) 
students did not eat raw or cooked vegetables every day and more than one in 
three (39%) did not eat canned or fresh fruit every day.  Only 6% of students 
overall reported they ate raw or cooked vegetables three or more times a day 
and 10% of students reported they ate canned or fresh fruit three or more times a 
day.  
 
Less-nutritious foods, including cookies and chocolate bars, were often 
consumed on a daily basis.  One in four students ate cookies (24%) or 
candy/chocolate bars (26%) every day.  
 
Seventy-seven per cent of Grade 7 students drank milk, which is an excellent 
source of calcium as well as vitamins D, A and B12, at least once a day. 
However, milk consumption declined by grade.  
 
Sugar-sweetened beverages were popular among students.  More than one-half 
(52%) of students reported they drank sugar-sweetened beverages including 
Coke™, Sprite™, Fruitopia™ or Snapple™ at least once a day. 
 
Breakfast is an important start to the day but fewer than half (49%) of students 
ate breakfast every day.  
 
Body Weight  
 
Twenty-eight per cent of all students were classified as being either “at risk of 
overweight” or “overweight”.  Females (72%) were significantly more likely than 
males (65%) to be classified at a healthy weight. 
 
Students’ perceptions of their weight were quite different than their measured 
weights.  Only 39% of students felt their body was about the right size.  Almost 
one half (49%) of female students thought they were either a bit or much too fat 
while only slightly more than one-quarter (28%) of males felt the same way.  
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In general, females were also more likely than males to have done something to 
change their weight in the last month.  Females were significantly more likely 
than males to have used weight change methods including not eating certain 
foods (38% and 16% respectively) and skipping meals (17% and 6% 
respectively). 
 
Physical Activity 
 
Fewer than one in every five (18%) students exercised vigorously outside of 
school hours every day of the week while one in every ten (11%) did not exercise 
vigorously on any day of the week.  
 
Females were significantly less likely than males to report they had exercised 
vigorously every day outside of school (11% and 26% respectively) and every 
day during physical education class at school (15% and 25% respectively). 
 
Sedentary activities such as watching television or spending time on a computer 
are a large part of Peel students’ lives.  Close to half (45%) of students reported 
they watched six or more hours of television, videos or DVDs every week.  
 
Forty-three per cent of students reported they spent six or more hours every 
week on a computer (not including school or part-time work).  
 
Tobacco Use 
 
Very few Peel students smoke on a daily basis.  While 29% reported they had 
ever smoked a cigarette (even just a few puffs), only 5% of Peel students 
reported they smoked every day. 
 
Daily smoking increased by grade from less than 1% in Grade 7 to 14% in  
Grade 12. 
 
More than half of current smokers (52%) reported smoking two or less cigarettes 
on the days they usually smoke. 
 
Those who smoke started early.  Seventy per cent of all students who reported 
they had ever smoked had started by Grade 9 or earlier. 
 
One-half (49%) of current smokers reported they obtained their cigarettes from 
friends or someone else who had given them to them while four in every 10 
students (39%) purchased cigarettes from variety or convenience stores.  
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Alcohol Use 
 
Most Peel students have experimented with alcohol and did so at an early age. 
Two in every three (68%) students reported they had tried an alcoholic drink at 
some point in their lives.  Of these, one in three (33%) had tried alcohol while 
they were in Grade 6 or before, and 70% had tried it before they entered  
Grade 9. 
 
Seven per cent of students reported they drank once a week or more often.  
 
Peel students who drank were also highly likely to have had at least one 
experience with binge drinking (five or more drinks on one occasion).  Two in 
every five (40%) students who had ever tried alcohol reported this behaviour.  Six 
per cent of students reported they went binge drinking at least once a week or 
more often. 
 
In the 12 months before the survey, one in four (24%) of all Peel students 
reported they had either been a passenger with a driver who had been drinking 
alcohol or been unsure if the driver had ingested alcohol.  
 
Marijuana Use 
 
Marijuana use was prevalent among Peel youth. One in four (26%) students 
reported they had tried marijuana in their lifetime and 38% of these students first 
tried it before they started high school.  
 
More than half (55%) of all students reported a few or more of their close friends 
had tried marijuana. By Grade 12, 84% of students reported a few or more of 
their close friends had tried marijuana. 
 
In general, students felt it would be easy for them to get marijuana if they wanted 
some. More than one-third (37%) of all students thought it would be either easy 
or very easy to obtain marijuana, while only 4% of students reported it would be 
impossible for them to get the drug. Sixty-two per cent of Grade 12 students 
reported it would be easy or very easy to get marijuana if they wanted some. 
 
Other Drug Use 
 
A small proportion of students reported they had used illicit drugs such as 
ecstasy/MDMA (4%), cocaine (3%) and crack (2%) in their lifetime.  However, 
one in three (32%) students reported a few or more of their close friends had 
tried these and other illicit drugs, including ecstasy/MDMA, acid/LSD, angel 
dust/PCP, speed/methamphetamine and heroin. 
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Bullying and Safety 
 
Four in five students (82%) students they always felt safe in their home while 
fewer than half (46%) always felt safe at school and only 40% always felt safe in 
their community.  
 
For many students, bullying cannot be escaped.  Almost one in three (31%) of 
students had been the victim of some form of bullying in the last 12 months.   
 
More than one in four students reported others had spread rumours or mean lies 
spread about them (29%) or made fun of the way they looked or talked (26%) at  
least once or more.  One-fifth (19%) of students reported they had been hit, 
slapped or pushed at least once or more. 
 
One-quarter (25%) of students reported they had taken part in bullying other 
students at school “once or twice” in the past 12 months. 
 
Mental Health and Self Esteem 
 
Teenage years can be an emotionally turbulent and stressful time.  A young 
person’s mental health is a significant contributor to this life stage transition.  The 
majority (86%) of Peel students felt very or quite happy with their lives.  More 
than half (58%) of all students reported they felt lonely at least some of the time.  
 
In general, females tended to be less optimistic about themselves than males. 
Females were significantly less likely than males to believe they were able to do 
things as well as others (62% and 74% respectively) or feel good about 
themselves (59% and 77% respectively). 
 
Females were also significantly more likely than males to indicate they had lost 
sleep because of worries (23% and 10% respectively), felt stressed (43% and 
25% respectively), felt they could not overcome their difficulties (24% and 13% 
respectively), felt everything was an effort (22% and 18% respectively),  or felt 
unhappy or depressed (24% and 13% respectively).  The proportion of all 
students who experienced these problems generally increased with grade and 
was highest for those in Grade 12. 
 
Twelve per cent of Peel students had seriously considered suicide and 6% had 
tried it at least once in the past 12 months.  Females were significantly more 
likely than males to have both seriously considered suicide (16% and 7% 
respectively) and tried it (8% and 2% respectively).  
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Males found it far more difficult to share their feelings with others.  Almost half 
(46%) of males said they rarely or never shared their secrets or private feelings 
with their friends while only 20% of females reported this behaviour. 
 
Sexual Health 
 
Attitudes and practices related to sexual health are often developed during the 
teenage years.  
 
High proportions of all students felt sexual intercourse was appropriate for 
committed relationships including marriage (69%) and long-term loving situations 
(62%).  Only 9% of students felt sexual intercourse was appropriate after a single 
date.  
 
Males (31%) were significantly more likely than females (26%) to have ever had 
sex.  Grade 9 students were least likely to have ever had sexual intercourse 
(14%) but most likely to have not used any birth control or protection during sex 
(32%). 
 
One in every four (26%) students in grades 9 to 12 had had sexual intercourse in 
the last 12 months.  Close to two-thirds (62%) of sexually-active students were 
15 years of age or younger when they first had sex. 
 
One in every four (25%) sexually-active students who reported they had sexual 
intercourse in the last 12 months had sex when they really did not want to.  Forty 
per cent of sexually-active students were sometimes or always high or drunk 
when they had sex. 
 
Forty-two per cent of sexually-active students reported they had only had sex 
with one person in their lifetime.  However, one-third (34%) of students reported 
they had three or more sexual partners in their lifetime.  Females (48%) were 
significantly more likely than males (36%) to report they had had sexual 
intercourse with only one person in their lifetime while males (27%) were 
significantly more likely than females (19%) to report they had four or more 
sexual partners in their lifetime. 
 
Dental Health 
 
Oral health plays an important role in overall health, quality of life and learning.  
 
Twenty-seven per cent of all students brushed their teeth once a day and another 
70% brushed theirs twice or more often every day.  Close to three-quarters 
(72%) of students reported they brushed their teeth every night before they went 
to sleep.  
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In contrast, only 25% of students reported they flossed either most days or every 
day. 
 
Only 7% of all students said they had never been to a dentist.  
 
Injuries 
 
Injuries, both intentional and unintentional, are a significant health problem in 
children and youth.  
 
Sixteen per cent of all Peel students reported they had had one serious injury 
that required medical attention in the past 12 months, while 12% reported they 
had had two or more such injuries.  Thirty-one per cent reported they had missed 
at least one full day of school or other activities as a result of such an injury.  
 
Most serious injuries (35%) occurred at a sports facility or field (other than one 
located at a school) and the majority (62%) of students reported they had been 
engaged in sports or physical exercise, including activities at school, when the 
injury occurred. 
 
Few students wear helmets or other protective gear while cycling, snowboarding 
or doing other outdoor activities.  
 
Only 19% of all students reported they had worn a helmet always or most of the 
time when they rode a bicycle.  Seventeen per cent and 19% reported doing the 
same when in-line skating and downhill skiing, respectively.  This proportion rose 
to 32% for those students who snowboarded. 
 
Eighty-seven per cent of young motor vehicle drivers indicated they always 
fastened their seat belt when they drove and another 8% reported they used their 
seat belt most of the time.  Females (93%) were much more likely than males 
(82%) to have reported they always fastened their seat belts. 
 
Sun Safety 
 
An individual’s sun seeking behaviour, particularly during childhood and 
adolescence, is the greatest risk factor for ultraviolet damage.  Two or more 
sunburns as a young person puts most people at risk for skin cancer later in life. 
 
Over half (57%) of all Peel students reported they had been sunburned at some 
point in the past and most students did not make efforts to regularly protect 
themselves from ultraviolet radiation.  
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Only one-third (33%) of respondents said they always or often stayed out of the 
sun during peak sun exposure hours (between 11 a.m. and 4 p.m.) while 29% 
reported they had never or rarely done this. 
 
Only 15% of students reported they always or often wore sunglasses with UV 
protection while nearly two-thirds (65%) had never or rarely taken this precaution. 
 
Only 32% of all students always or often used a protective sunscreen when they 
had been in the sun while 41% reported they had never or rarely taken this 
precaution. 


