
 

Making Niagara Heart Healthy since 1977 
Charitable Registration Number 107473316RR0001 

 
Allied Health Centre 5673 North Street First Floor Niagara Falls ON  L2G 1J4  * Tel: 905-358-5552 Fax: 905-358-6033 Email: info@heartniagara.com 

                                          
 

The Healthy Heart Schools’ Programme 
By Dr. Stafford Dobbin 

 
 
The Healthy Heart Schools’ Programme is unique in directly addressing a major health concern in Canada 
today, childhood obesity.  Adolescent overweight and inactivity lead to future diabetes, high blood 
pressure, high cholesterols and premature Coronary Heart and Artery Disease. 
 
This Niagara Programme could well become a national treasure, the model can easily be transferred to 
other municipalities and regions.  It is the only possible solution to identifying individuals at high risk at a 
time when early disease can be modified or prevented.  Particularly in a milieu when, for the only time in 
their lives, adolescents and their parents and grandparents are immediately accessible. 
 
This Niagara strategy founded twenty- one years ago by Heart Niagara - the only one of its kind in Canada 
– makes direct contact with every grade nine student and their parents in the region.  Those individuals, 
whose questionnaire and testing scores demonstrate a possible risk of future Cardiovascular Disease, are 
referred with their parents to their Paediatrician or Family Doctor for investigation and management. 
 
Individual counselling and follow up is based on providing an architecture of choices to all students – but 
primarily to those at perceived future risk – which is non-threatening and which has proved appealing to 
adolescents and their parents in the past. 
 
The costs inherent in this Programme are borne by Heart Niagara but would be miniscule if adopted by 
National bodies.  Especially when set against the massive potential for a reduction in the present cost of 
Cardiovascular Disease to the Canadian Taxpayers: $20 billion each year. 
 
Helping Heart Niagara make the best potential use of this matchless opportunity to set the standard for a 
possible future cure for Coronary Heart Disease is an exciting prospect.  Cardiovascular Disease has been 
the major disease of the 20th and 21st centuries for most western societies – both in lives lost and economic 
cost – its ultimate eradication will almost certainly require an acceptance of the Heart Niagara concept. 
 
The Healthy Heart Schools’ Programme is now entering its 20th year.  After all the controversy 
surrounding our initiation and the years spent swimming against the tide of medical opinion, the 
weathercock is finally facing in our direction.  Driven by society’s concern at the growing prevalence of 
childhood obesity, diabetes and inactivity, the need for a programme that impacts directly on vulnerable 
individuals has become essential.  Our programme is the only one in Canada that interfaces with all Grade 
9 students and includes their parents and family during the only period in their lives when they are easily 
accessible.  The good sense behind our initial design of a whole population approach that also identified a 
population at higher risk has finally become apparent. 
 



 

 

Thanks to the research of Heather Kilty and Dawn Prentice, we have been able to show that referring 
students with a potential for future Cardiovascular Disease to their Physician – accompanied by their 
parents – does not result in negative consequences.  A high proportion of students and parents referred, 
visited their Physician.  A high proportion of the Physicians provided follow-up and management.  Many 
of those referred were shown to have risk factors that were manageable by standard practice guidelines.   
Very few negative comments were reported in the encounters. 
 
Now our strategy has been supercharged by the interest shown by Dr. Brian McCrindle of The Toronto 
Hospital for Sick Children and hence the University of Toronto.  The contract which we have signed with 
Toronto Sick Kids includes an exchange of data, and a recognition of the collaboration strengthens the 
programme as a whole.  It gives all of us involved a boost and is invaluable in establishing a wider 
acceptability in our region. 
 
The Physical Education teachers in each Board remain solidly behind Heart Niagara along with support of 
the superintendents and School Councils. The Elementary School CPR Programme has benefited from the 
input of the Regional Emergency Medical Services and we hope to continue to expand on this.  As always, 
we are grateful to our partners in the Niagara Region Public Health, the secondary school nurses and their 
teams, Laurie Columbus and Dr. Robin Williams and Dr. Andrea Feller, for their ongoing input.   
 
The agenda for 2008-2009 includes the extension of resource materials to Family Physicians and 
Paediatricians in an attempt to provide recommendations for guidelines of management for the various 
risk factors identified for referral.  Other organizations including the National Institute of Health in the 
US, are working on similar guidelines, but ours will serve as a pilot project which we hope will be helpful 
to all those in the Niagara Region involved in Primary Prevention in Adolescent CVD prevention. 


