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Abstract

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic has had a huge effect on adolescents’
health and learning. Health promotion strate-
gies should be valued, and life skill education
is a potential approach in this direction. This
study aimed to investigate the implementation
of an evidence-based life skill education pro-
gramme during the COVID-19 pandemic in the
Lombardy Region (Italy) by collecting opinions
about the programme’s usefulness and feasi-
bility and identifying the strategies for imple-
menting it through distance teaching. The study
involved 63 middle school expert teachers, prin-
cipals or coordinators in life skill education.
An online questionnaire with closed- and open-
ended questions was used. A qualitative content
analysis was carried out using N-Vivo Answers
software. The participants recognized the high
value of life skill education at the time of
COVID-19, but they showed reticence regarding
its feasibility. Positive effects of the programme
on both health and learning outcomes were
reported. The obstacles were related to inter-
personal aspects, student involvement, meth-
ods, organization and planning. Many strategies
were suggested related to the teaching method,
the curriculum organization and the adaptation
needs. These strategies can be used to implement
active and cooperative learning at a distance to
reinforce students’ life skills to cope with the
crisis and promote their health.

Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic has had a huge effect on people men-
tal health, relationships, the economy, learning,
safety, etc. [1-7]. A significantly vulnerable pop-
ulation is represented by children and adolescents.
Although children have proven to be resilient dur-
ing crises, this characteristic cannot be taken for
granted, and efforts should be made to ensure
their growth and development [8]. School clo-
sures, distance teaching and social distancing have
been shown to impact children and adolescents’
health, learning and safety [4, 6, 9, 10]. In par-
ticular, the pandemic has reduced the time spent
in learning and students’ motivation to learning.
It has affected many protective factors usually
guaranteed by schools, such as equal access to
education, different typologies of activities, and
formal and informal education [6, 11, 12]. Fear,
anxiety, frustration and boredom, isolation and
depressive symptoms are common conditions dur-
ing quarantines and pandemics [1, 13-15]. The
school closures have denied children and adoles-
cents social and emotional experiences necessary
for their development and well-being [10]. Most
children have lost the opportunity to experience
healthy behaviours, such as healthy nutrition or
physical activity, or access health services [16,
17]. The pandemic may also effect children and
adolescents for long time. Disruptions to their edu-
cation and the consequent widening of inequalities
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may affect their skills, increase drop-out risks and
increase the probability of future unhealthy habits
and risky behaviours [10, 18, 19].

Many international agencies agree that health
promotion can enhance protective behaviours, pro-
mote health literacy and skills, and activate soci-
etal, community and individual strategies. It has
a central role in empowering communities and
individuals by enhancing social responsibility,
social cohesion and solidarity [8, 19]. In the
school setting, health promotion should be con-
sidered in the planning of educational strategies,
and programmes that promote cognitive, social and
behavioural skills, healthy attitudes, resilience and
empowerment should be implemented [10, 20].
The World Health Organization (WHO)-Europe
Technical Advisory Group for schooling during
COVID-19 affirms that ‘the principles of health
promoting schools (HPS) are even more important
in a pandemic’ [21, p. 9]. A whole-school approach
should be promoted to guarantee safe and includ-
ing learning environments, develop skills able to
impact learning and health, offer a positive social
environment and connectedness, and assure pos-
itive and healthy experiences [22—-24]. Moreover,
evidence-based health promotion programmes and
good practices should be implemented in this diffi-
cult period [3].

An interesting and potential approach to pro-
mote health and learning during the COVID-19
pandemic is life skill education [25-27]. Life skills
are psychosocial and interpersonal ‘abilities for
adaptive and positive behaviour that enable indi-
viduals to deal effectively with the demands and
challenges of everyday life’ [26]. They include
decision-making and problem-solving skills, crit-
ical thinking, communication skills, social skills,
refusal abilities, empathy building and the abil-
ity to cope with emotions, stress and changes.
These skills can be promoted by the educational
curriculum and the teaching methods employed
to create and maintain healthy lifestyles, reduce
risk behaviour, prevent non-communicable dis-
eases and promote well-being [28, 29]. The WHO,
United Nations and Unicef have promoted life skill
education for approximately 30 years, and many

evidence-based programmes have been validated
and implemented around the world. Their effi-
cacy increases when implemented through a whole-
school approach [25]. Stojanovic and colleagues
[17] demonstrated the relevance of a life skill edu-
cation programme during the pandemic in Croatia.
Moreover, qualitative studies about adolescents’
actual challenges showed the importance of edu-
cational activities that can allow them to share
positive experiences with friends, include healthy
practices in their routines, and receive support to
share and cope with their emotions, even though
remote education [30, 31].

Implementing evidence-based life skill educa-
tion programmes during the COVID-19 pandemic
is challenging, and some obstacles have been
reported in the literature. Most of the activities
and programmes are not mandatory and have been
interrupted because they are perceived as less of
a priority [10, 17]. Moreover, the evidence-based
programmes that require a certain level of fidelity
and inevitably impose constraints and are con-
sidered too challenging at that moment [17, 32].
Finally, active and cooperative learning, which
include techniques such as modelling, behavioural
practices or group work, are critical aspects in
distance teaching or when physical distance limita-
tions are present [32]. However, these methodolo-
gies are fundamental to develop a more inclusive
and student-centred education, to promote par-
ticipation and empowerment and to enhance the
skills, health and resilience of students [9, 23, 33].
The studies that have collected data on the pos-
itive effects of evidence-based health promotion
programmes on both students’ health and learning
and have indicated the methodologies to implement
them are needed.

These barriers are related to the so called ‘emer-
gency remote teaching’ [34-37]. Schools world-
wide had to turn to online teaching suddenly and
without the time to plan it or define the best strate-
gies. The educational setting has been disrupted,
and teachers had to find new forms of relationship
with their students. Some authors argue that this
transition requested to adapt the caring relationship
with students, the idea of caring itself and their
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pedagogical models [35, 38]. All these elements
are particularly important for health promotion,
considering the relevance and the effects of rela-
tionships in this area [24]. Research about health
promotion through ‘emergency remote learning’ is
necessary to understand the effects on students’
health and to identify lessons learned that can be
used to plan future teaching.

This study aimed to investigate the implementa-
tion of an evidence-based life skill education pro-
gramme during the COVID-19 pandemic in the
Lombardy Region in northern Italy.

In particular, this paper has the following two
specific research aims: (i) to investigate school edu-
cators’ opinions about the usefulness and feasibil-
ity of the programme through distance or blended
teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic and (ii)
to identify strategies and tools for the concrete
implementation of the programme through distance
teaching.

Method

Participants

The study involved 76 middle school expert teach-
ers, principals or coordinators in life skill education
and, in particular, in the LifeSkills Training (LST)
programme. They were selected based on their
expertise and participation in previous activities by
the local coordinator of the program and the local
boards of the Health Promoting School Network in
the Lombardy region.

Participants were recruited by email in the sec-
ond half of June 2020 and were asked to answer an
anonymous online questionnaire. The school year
had just ended; all schools were closed, and teach-
ing had been performed remotely for 4 months.

The study has been approved by the Regional
HPS board and all participants gave their informed
consent.

Sixty-three people participated in the study (83%
response rate), including 40 middle school teach-
ers, 2 school principals and 4 school coordinators
(17 persons did not indicate their role). Half of the
participants had been implementing the programme

for more than 6 years. The participants came from
different cities in the region.

The life skill education programme

The LST programme [39] is a research-validated
and widely disseminated school-based prevention
programme proven to reduce alcohol, tobacco,
and drug abuse and violence by targeting the
major social and psychological factors that pro-
mote the initiation of substance use and other risky
behaviours (for a review [40]). The programme
provides adolescents with the confidence and skills
necessary to handle challenging situations and suc-
ceed in developmental tasks.

In Lombardy, a region in northern Italy, the
LST Lombardia programme was adapted to the
local culture and needs, and it was integrated with
a whole-school approach and health-promoting
school strategy [41, 42]. Its efficacy was veri-
fied through a large-scale effectiveness study [43].
Approximately 50 000 students have been involved
in the programme in the region.

Instrument

The questionnaire was divided into three sections
with different aims. The first section investi-
gates the usefulness of the programme during the
COVID-19 pandemic through closed-ended ques-
tions concerning how useful school educators con-
sider the programme’s activities and contents to
have been during the crisis. A 10-point Likert scale
anchored by 1 (not at all) and 10 (very) was used.
An open question explored which aspects of the
LST programme were most useful in this situation.

The second section of the questionnaire investi-
gated the feasibility of LST in remote or blended
learning modes. Two closed-ended questions were
asked to quantify the degree of feasibility of the
programme perceived by school educators through
distance and blended teaching. A 10-point Lik-
ert scale anchored by 1 (not at all) and 10 (very)
was also used in these cases. An open-ended ques-
tion investigated the obstacles in the programme
implementation in a blended or distance learning
mode.
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In the third section of the questionnaire, a set of
open-ended questions asked for strategies to imple-
ment the programme through distance or blended
teaching in this period. Starting from a general
question, more specific strategies were investi-
gated related to three specific life skill education
methods and the programme analysed, as follows:
behavioural simulations and learning by experi-
ence; modelling and peer sharing; and practice
repetition and reinforcement. A final question con-
cerned the tools that teachers used for the imple-
mentation of the distance programme.

In the last part of the form, questions about the
following socio-anagraphic characteristics were
included: territorial origin, role, familiarity with
the distance learning method and its tools, and the
level of experience with the LST programme.

Analysis

Descriptive analysis of the closed-ended questions
was run. IBM SPSS Statics 26 was used.

A qualitative content analysis [44] was used to
analyse the texts of the open-ended responses using
the N-Vivo Answers software. The text was coded
in meaningful units and then grouped under higher-
order headings. Codes, subcategories, categories
and themes were identified. Both top-down and
bottom-up analysis processes were used to inte-
grate the information that emerged directly from
the texts and the programme’s characteristics. This
choice was made to provide an organization as
close as possible to the programme’s practical
implementation.

The starting point was to perform a descrip-
tive coding (without interpretation) process on the
material to transform the text into meaning units.
The units were condensed into brief descriptions
close to the text of the manifest content represent-
ing the codes. The interpretation of the latent con-
tent and the abstraction process were used to define
the subcategories, categories and themes. The cat-
egories concerning the strategies were consistent
with the teaching skills and the methodological
steps included in the programme.

The data were analysed independently and peri-
odically revised and discussed by VV and SC the
first two authors. The final structure was then
presented and discussed with the programme’s
regional coordinator and some experts in the field.

Results

Usefulness and feasibility of the
programme through distance or blended
teaching during COVID-19

The closed-ended questions show that most school
educators consider the activities and contents of
the LST programme useful or very useful during
the pandemic phase. However, the participants are
more critical about its feasibility. In particular, 66%
of them reported low or very low values. The pro-
gramme implementation seems more feasible in a
blended condition, integrating distance and face-
to-face teaching. The results of the close-ended
questions are reported in Table I.

To better investigate the programme’s usefulness
and feasibility when implemented through distance
or blended teaching during COVID-19, school edu-
cators’ perceptions were collected through open-
ended questions. The content analysis revealed a
positive impact of the programme on both health
and learning. Table II reports the themes and codes
identified.

During an emergency, health promotion is con-
sidered relevant to both promote and allow stu-
dents to experience health behaviours and prevent
unhealthy and relevant phenomena, such as cyber-
bullying. Additionally, the contents of the pro-
gramme are considered particularly valuable. The
personal, social and resistance skills promoted by
the programme are useful to help students cope
with the present situation. Finally, school educators
valued some of the methodological characteristics
of the programme. The programme proposes a mul-
tifactorial approach that considers different aspects
that influence physical, psychological and social
health. More importantly, it provides practical tools
for use with active teaching methodologies and to
reinforce student learning. The programme is also
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Table 1. Perceived utility and feasibility

Mean D.S. Values 1-2-3 Values 4-5 Values 6-7 Values 8-9-10
Utility 7,16 2,15 8% 13% 29% 51%
Feasibility with distance 4,15 2,43 45% 21% 21% 13%
learning
Feasibility with mixed 5.87 2,43 17% 29% 21% 33%
teaching

considered useful during the pandemic because it
has positive effects on learning and teaching. First,
the participants reported that the programme is able
to promote not only health-related skills but also
learning transversal skills, such as learning to learn,
knowing awareness or metacognition, and learn-
ing management skills that allow more autonomous
management of lessons and study. Moreover, the
programme also develops teachers’ skills, giv-
ing them new strategies for class management,
teaching customization according to students’
peculiarities and identifying students’ difficulties.
Finally, the programme has positive effects on
the class climate, improving communication and
relationships.

A second topic investigated concerns regarding
obstacles in implementing the LST at a distance
or through blended teaching. Table III reports the
themes and categories that emerged.

The following themes related to obstacles were
identified: interpersonal aspects, student involve-
ment, methods, organization and planning. The
first theme includes all the difficulties at the com-
municative and relational levels. Distance learning
lacks physical contact, the immediacy of exchange
and the details of non-verbal communication. The
process of sharing between peers, a fundamen-
tal aspect of life education programmes, is lim-
ited. Educators refer to the difficulty in building
nonsuperficial relationships due to the absence of
proximity, daily contact and effective interaction
at a distance. The respondents expressed doubts
about the students’ possibilities to express their
emotions and grasp others’ moods at a distance,
which prevents empathic exchanges. Additionally,
the class bond and the sense of community are
difficult to maintain. The second theme includes

all obstacles related to the students’ involvement
in activities. Their commitment is lower because
of concentration and participation difficulties, and
their disclosure is reduced. Other factors are asso-
ciated with the actual situation. Distance teaching
requires more autonomy in managing learning and
schoolwork. Regarding the programme, students
need to initially familiarize themselves with the
programme activities and method, which is diffi-
cult to do at a distance if the programme has not
been experienced in person before. As the lessons
are followed from home, a lack of privacy, which is
necessary when dealing with typical life skill topics
(e.g. coping with emotions, shyness or relational
conflicts), is highlighted in particular due to fam-
ily members’ presence and interference. Moreover,
vulnerabilities due to the pandemic period and
related to social, emotional and cognitive impacts
have inevitable impacts. The third theme reflects
the methodological difficulties of distant teaching.
According to the participants, all the characteristics
of active and cooperative learning (e.g. experiential
learning, peer modelling and group work) are diffi-
cult to use, as are some specific techniques typical
of life skill education (e.g. circle time and simula-
tions). Additionally, the coaching role in guiding or
monitoring students is challenging. The last theme
regards organizational obstacles. Some difficulties
are due to school reorganization. Teachers and prin-
cipals underline the lack of continuity in school
opening and are concerned about the possible frag-
mentation of the curriculum. Consequently, they
perceive a lack of resources, and life skill education
could be perceived as an additional task. Moreover,
they struggle to create an adequate setting for life
skill education activities. They report difficulties in
creating a welcoming and non-judgemental virtual
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Table II. School educators’ perceptions about the utility of the life skill programme during the COVID-19 pandemic

Categories

Subcategory

Code

Verbatim examples

Theme 1.1: Positive impacts on health promotion

Objectives
Content:

students’
skill

Method

Health promotion

Personal skills

Social skills

Social resistance
skills

Comprehensive
approach

Active learning

Promoting healthy behaviours

Avoiding unhealthy behaviours

Anxiety, decision-making,
problem solving, anger,
self-improvement, goal setting

Self-awareness, self-efficacy,
emotions

Communication skills,
assertiveness

Active listening, empathy

Addictions, advertising, social
media

Creativity, critical sense, stress

Multifactorial aims

Interactivity units
Behaviour simulations
Training and reinforcement

Theme 1.2: Positive impacts on learning and teaching

Students’ skills

Teachers’
skills

Class climate

Developing
transversal
competences

Learning man-
agement
skills

Class management

Teaching
customization
Difficulties

management
Communication

Relationships

Learning to learn
Knowing awareness
Finding resources
Enhancing metacognition

Management of teaching
activities

Time management

Class management during a crisis

Supporting student growth

Enhancing students’ personal
characteristics

Observation and identification of
students’ personal difficulties

Sharing

Discussion

Listening

Relationship improvement

‘Healthy behaviours’

‘Avoiding cyberbullying’

‘In particular techniques for coping with anx-
iety and anger; I also find everything about
decision-making and self-improvement, in
general, very useful.’

‘Lessons on (..) successful communication,
communication languages’

‘In a broad sense advertising and media
(correct information)’

‘It never focuses on just one aspect of the
substance abuse problem but addresses
all the most important factors that lead
adolescents to use drugs.’

‘The interactivity of the units’

‘In particular techniques proposed during the
lessons about behaviour simulations’

‘Seeking and finding within oneself the energy
and resources to cope..

‘Deepening thoughts, self-reflection on
motivations, self-reflection on cognitive
phenomenon, directing learning processes’

‘Those relating to the organisation of didactic
activities’

‘Additionally, on how to manage the class
when there is a period that involves great
emotional fragility’

‘The possibility for each student to participate
with their own personal characteristics,
social background and skills’

‘Starting from there (..) the ability to observe
students and grasp their difficulties’

‘The chance they give the children to talk’

‘The chance they give the children (..) and to
be heard’

‘I think the aspect of the LST program that
can be most useful is the one (..) that
creates relationships’.

environment in distance learning. Other obstacles
are related to external conditions. The participants
reported inequalities in terms of access to devices
and connections, which had huge impacts.

Strategies to implement life skill education
programmes

The second aim of the study was to identify strate-
gies and tools for practical implementation of the
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Table III. School educators’ perceptions about the obstacles in implementing the life skill programme during the COVID-19

pandemic

Categories Subcategory Code Verbatim examples

Theme 2.1: Interpersonal aspects

Communication Communication Listening ‘On-line communication is difficult, both because of technical

difficulties

Body absence

Students
confrontation
Relationship Relationship
difficulties continuity

Emotion perception

Class bond

Theme 2.2: Student involvement

Student Involvement
response
Disclosure
Situational Distance teaching
difficulties

Setting
Psychological
effects

Theme 2.3: Method

Active and Methodological
cooperative peculiarities
learning

Specific techniques

Coaching Educational role

Supervision role

Verbal communication

Non-verbal communica-
tion

Physical contact

Eye contact

Proximity

Discussion

Sharing

Interaction

Relationship
development

Synchrony

Lack of everyday life

Emotions flow

Empathy

Community

Concentration
Participation

Authenticity

Physical and emotional
commitment

Autonomy

Familiarization with the
programme

Privacy
Fragility

Experiential learning
Peer modelling

Group work

Flipped classroom
Circle time
Behavioural simulation
Autogenic training

Guiding students

Monitoring students

problems and from a psychological point of view’
‘The main obstacle is (..) communicating with the non-verbal’

‘Not looking each other in the eye when talking’
‘The lack of closeness that sitting in a circle helped to give’

‘Debate, the sharing of opinions is necessarily compromised
by distance’

‘Lack of a relationship that is built and consolidated in
presence’

‘The biggest obstacles are the lack of direct, impromptu,
face-to-face confrontation’

‘The difficulty of perceiving the real state of mind of the
students’

‘The lack of the community element places great limits on the
potential of the LST’

‘Increased difficulty in maintaining concentration’

‘The main obstacle is student’s inaction, who does not feel he
has to participate’

‘The feedback to the activities is very ‘distorted”

‘The lack of autonomy shown by primary and middle school
students during this long period of distance learning’

‘All this (..) is very difficult, especially for those who are at
the beginning of their journey’

‘Lack of privacy (family members attend the video lessons)’

‘Helping the weakest children at a distance is complex,
because they are cognitively, emotionally and socially
fragile’

‘Everything that is experiential among children is very
difficult’

‘Another major obstacle is the difficulty of working in small
groups’

‘The main obstacles are the impossibility of realising
the working sessions with the discussion in a circle
setting’

‘On anxiety management, the moment of autogenic training’

‘It is possible to guide them, approach them and talk to
them and the class. With distance teaching it is more
complicated.’

‘It is not possible to have serious control of the group.’

(continued)
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Table III. (Continued)

Categories Subcategory Code

Verbatim examples

Theme 2.4: Organization and planning

Internal Time Fragmentation
Lack of time
Setting Physical setting
Perceived setting
Resources Additional tasks
External Tool availability Access to devices

Access to connection

‘A risk in the division between distance and blended learning
could be the fragmentation of the course’

‘At a distance, very little time is available for the teaching of
the disciplines.’

‘On the creation of a welcoming and non-judgemental virtual
environment that can put the pupils at their ease’

‘Curricular schoolwork that weighs down and does not leave
much room for anything else’

‘The difficulty for some pupils without devices (some
requested those provided by the school)’

‘Lines that are not always stable represent an additional and
not insignificant obstacle’

programme through distance teaching. The partic-
ipants suggested many strategies in this direction,
and most of them represented a solution to the
obstacles just described. Bottom-up and top-down
processes were used in the analysis to integrate the
information that emerged from the answers with
the programme and life skill education character-
istics. As a result, five themes have been identified.
Three of them focus on the teaching method, one
on curriculum organization and planning, and one
is related to adaptation needs. Table IV reports the
themes, categories and subcategories identified.
Going into detail about the method, 11 categories
were identified by comparing what the participants
reported with the detailed descriptions of the teach-
ing skills and methods proposed by the programme.
These categories were gathered together into three
themes representing the macro process goals that
teachers may have in implementing a life skills
education programme. The first theme focuses on
methods to make explicit the educational goals
of the work units and activities. Promoting stu-
dents’ life skills is important to make the students
aware of the aims of their learning experience.
To introduce the work unit and its aims, flipped
classroom strategies are suggested. This method
consists of reversing the traditional learning cycle;
i.e. the lesson becomes homework while time in
the classroom is used for collaborative activities,
experiences, debates and workshops. In this con-
text, the student plays an active and central role

in the learning process. The strategies include the
use of guiding tools prepared by the teachers to
support students in identifying the unit’s core ele-
ments autonomously. To close and summarize the
units’ main points, participating strategies to syn-
thesize the contents, collect students’ perceptions
and value students’ participation are suggested.
The second theme refers to the methods used
to foster relationships and cooperative learning.
These were cited as relevant difficulties in distant
teaching, but many strategies have been identified.
To promote a good climate and student participa-
tion, it is important to check the students’ involve-
ment, consider that attention is more difficult to
maintain in front of a screen and that students’
interactions can also be promoted at a distance with
specific tools. Another relevant issue to promote
life skills is to give students the opportunity to con-
front and share thoughts, feelings and experiences
with each other. This exchange can involve an indi-
vidual presenting to the whole class or participation
within groups or pairs. The participants suggested
strategies that consider both direct and synchronous
sharing and mediated sharing through students’
material production. To foster cooperative learning,
it is important to allow students to work in pairs
or groups, alternating between plenary and group
sessions. The group session objectives can be to
share thoughts, feelings and experiences or produce
specific materials and practice specific behavioural
skills. Specific ideas and tools are suggested.
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The third and crucial theme regards all the meth-
ods that can be used to provide students with
opportunities to practice behavioural skills and
techniques. In particular, teachers need to provide
specific instructions, describe the activities, give
examples, analyse these examples or situations,
let students practice referring to specific situations,
give feedback and reinforce positive practice, and
analyse the practice to share thoughts and clarify
the learning outcomes. The study participants sug-
gested specific strategies to achieve these steps,
emphasizing the importance of using synchronous
and asynchronous learning, asking students to pro-
duce interactive materials, and defining the core
elements of the activities that need to be guaran-
teed. Moreover, many of the strategies reported
value the possibility of integrating life skill edu-
cation with daily life to promote life skill prac-
tice and have an immediate effect on students’
well-being.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a huge impact
on schools, and health promotion activities are
more important than ever. Life skill education pro-
grammes can represent a useful tool to promote
students’ health and skills to face this difficult situ-
ation. However, many obstacles can intervene and
new strategies to support health-promoting schools
are needed. This study aimed to investigate school
educators’ opinions about the programme’s useful-
ness and feasibility through distance or blended
teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic and to
identify strategies and tools for the implementa-
tion of the programme through distance teaching
in practice.

The perceived usefulness and feasibility were
investigated first with three general closed-ended
questions. The participants recognized the high
value of life skill education at the time of COVID-
19, but they showed reticence about its feasibility,
particularly through distant teaching. The difficul-
ties related to the programme’s practical implemen-
tation are particularly relevant, considering that

the participants have high expertise with the pro-
gramme. To better understand the answers to these
closed-ended questions, the perceived usefulness
and implementation obstacles were investigated
through open-ended questions. The teachers and
school principals reported positive effects of the
programme on both health and learning outcomes.
They referred to the programme’s content, the
importance of behavioural and transversal skills,
the method, and the positive effects on relationships
and climate. This result confirms the relevance of
life skill education programme to promote health
and reduce the negative effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on students. However, many obstacles
to programme implementation were identified to
be related to interpersonal aspects, student involve-
ment, methods, organization and planning. Most of
these issues are strictly linked with distant teaching,
but relational elements and active participation by
students become more relevant when dealing with
health content.

The qualitative analysis also revealed many
strategies suggested by the participants related to
the teaching method, the curriculum organization
and the adaptation needs. In particular, most of the
strategies regarded the teaching method and sug-
gested ways and tools to make explicit the educa-
tional goals of the work units and activities, foster
relationships and cooperative learning, and provide
opportunities for students to practice. A charac-
teristic of many strategies reported is to value the
students’ autonomy in managing their learning pro-
cesses. In many cases, students are required to pre-
pare materials for the lessons, be creative in sharing
experiences, practice without continuous teacher
control and be responsible for their learning. This
approach has several positive repercussions, both
for curriculum organization and teaching and learn-
ing. A teaching method that promotes moments
of student autonomy would make it possible to
take advantage of multiple asynchronous teaching
moments and adapt the curriculum according to
individual needs.

Furthermore, it would allow for practical work,
which is fundamental for life skill education. It
would be an opportunity to enhance and validate
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students’ skills, and it would reinforce mutual
support between students. If students were famil-
iar with the programme and responsible, con-
tinuous teacher monitoring and assistance would
not be necessary, and teachers could play coach-
ing and facilitating roles. This result confirms
the importance of redefining the caring role of
teachers in remote teaching and the relationship
between students, students and contents, and stu-
dents and instructor [45]. Some authors affirm that
this new form of teaching can facilitate the reci-
procity between lecturers and students and equal-
ize power relationships [34, 35]. The strategies
reported also value the digital tools’ relational
potential to protect the connections, both between
teachers and students and between the students
themselves. Actually, one of the merits of digi-
tal tools is that they make it possible to maintain
a connection with others and encourage the com-
munication necessary for comparison and sharing.
Moreover, they make peer modelling possible at a
distance, enabling observations between students,
observations of common practices and the sharing
of behaviour models. Additionally, group work can
benefit from the careful use of digital tools. How-
ever, the participants underlined the importance
of considering the setting created by digital plat-
forms and the implicit message tools and context
sent (e.g. privacy, hospitality and creativity). The
capacity of digital tools to maintain connectedness
and group work is particularly important consid-
ering the protective power of good relationships
both for health and learning [24, 37, 46]. In par-
ticular, many strategies suggested aimed to main-
tain informal resources that often lack in online
teaching [34].

The results also showed the relevance of online
teaching planning to define a pedagogical model,
integrate different strategies (e.g. synchronous and
asynchronous) and instructor roles [34, 38, 46—48].

Finally, the strategies identified provide some
interesting inputs for blended teaching. The par-
ticipants reported the importance of in-presence
teaching in a way that allows students to
familiarize themselves with the programme and
its method and to create an adequate climate.

The activities at a distance will benefit from explicit
links to this previous experience. Moreover, dis-
tance teaching allows practising the skills and sim-
ulating the techniques in the students’ context,
reinforcing the connection between the programme
and everyday life. Mobile phones use in teach-
ing could offer innovative opportunities in this
direction [36].

It is interesting to note how the study participants
themselves could respond to their perceived obsta-
cles by proposing strategies that could circumvent
them. In particular, for those obstacles listed in
the theme ‘interpersonal aspects’, direct response
strategies can be found by referring to the strategy
theme ‘methods to foster relationships and coop-
erative learning’. The participants were able not
only to identify ways to compensate for the distance
but also to activate students and allow them to par-
ticipate both with synchronous and asynchronous
methods. The same conclusions can be applied for
obstacles related to student involvement. Even the
lack of privacy in the distant teaching setting was
considered, showing detailed attention to learning
situations in which students engage personally. The
obstacles related to the method were also widely
answered in the strategy theme about ‘methods to
provide opportunities for students to practice’, and
organizational problems have a special theme in the
strategies data. The obstacles that are not directly
addressed in the text refer to access to devices and
connections. This issue needs policy-level inter-
vention under the jurisdiction of ministries and
local governments, not teachers. This strong link
between the obstacles and the strategies identified
reflects how school educators are improving their
skills to cope with the crisis. The use of a well-
structured programme and specific tools and the
valorization of teachers’ expertise have activated a
capacity building process that may be useful when
the pandemic is under control.

Limitations

Data were collected at the end of a challenging
and unexpected school year. The first impact with
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distance learning was not positive and required a
good deal of flexibility and change. The percep-
tions collected may change after a longer experi-
ence with this new form of teaching.

A second limitation concerns the sample. The
school staff involved belong only to the Lom-
bardy region and have worked with the LST pro-
gramme. However, the participants were accurately
selected based on their expertise. Most of them
have been involved in past initiatives with respect
to LST or other health-promoting school initiatives.
They have been implementing the programme for a
long time and have contributed to health-promoting
school development.

Conclusions

Life skill education can represent a strategic
approach to promote students’ health and well-
being during the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
in the literature, many obstacles and challenges
have been identified in implementing this type
of programme. The results of this study showed
the importance of investing energy to overcome
these difficulties. Teachers and principals value life
skill education to achieve both health and learn-
ing objectives. Moreover, the potentialities and
critical points identified should be considered to
develop strategies and tools to promote and support
life skill education implementation and a health-
promoting school approach. Finally, the qualitative
analysis has made it possible to identify strate-
gies to overcome organizational and methodolog-
ical obstacles. These strategies can be used in all
teaching activities to promote active and coop-
erative learning approaches, customize teaching
methods according to individual characteristics,
foster inclusion and equality, and develop a cur-
riculum to encourage health promotion during this
crisis. Moreover, many of the strategies identi-
fied may also be useful in the future to integrate
digital tools into teaching. Schools and teachers
must move from an ‘emergency remote teaching’
to a well-planned and designed online teaching
[34, 35].
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