Clean hands save lives: Promoting hand washing among Bolivian school children
School-age children in Bolivia face unacceptably high rates of morbidity and mortality due to disease from water-borne infections and from invisible threats such as parasites and worm infections. Impacts of these health issues reverberate far beyond their health status as they often prevent children from attending school and being successful. Most of these infections are related to poor sanitation and hygiene and are preventable. However, knowledge of how personal hygiene behaviour such as hand washing may prevent common illnesses like diarrhoea has been minimal. In this article, Beatriz outlines Save the Children’s work to help children change personal hygiene behaviours and promote healthy nutrition practices.

Looking ahead to the children’s future, we call our programme “Mejorando Nuestra Vida” – “Improving Our Lives.” The goal of this work is to make lasting, sustainable improvements in children’s health and nutrition in the urban areas of La Paz, El Alto, Oruro, Cochabamba and Santa Cruz, as well as in the rural areas of Oruro. Save the Children is coordinating with many partners in the successful implementation of this project: municipal governments; municipal health networks; education districts and establishments; USAID in Bolivia; GlaxoSmithKine; SODIS Foundation; Vitamin Angel Alliance and Sight and Life. 
Project objectives:

1. Access: Improve school children’s access to basic health services in school.
2. Quality of school environment: Improve sanitation and safe water in rural schools.
3. Healthy habits: Improve key practices related to hygiene, health and nutrition among students, teachers and families.
	“I have been taught that we must wash hands before and after eating, and after using the bathroom”. Gabriel Camacho Rojas, 12 years old, Raymundo German School, Cochabamba
“It is gratifying that someone cares about what we need. In each course we have made sure that they have two basins plus two taps - made out of plastic bottles - to fill and to use them for hand washing. We have seen that there is no infection of any kind.” Gladis Gloria Gabriel Hanco, president the mother’s association, Gerardo Vargas Vidal School, Cochabamba.


4. Community support: Strengthen community support and advocate for health-friendly school policies at the municipal government level.
By focusing on lasting behaviour change in teachers, students and their families, the programme has an impact inside and outside the classroom. Save the Children, in conjunction with local government staff, trains teachers on micronutrient supplement distribution and deworming. Supplements include vitamin A (to ensure good vision and a stronger immune system) and iron sulfate (to prevent and treat anemia which can affect children’s ability to concentrate). In addition, teachers have learned how to incorporate nutrition and hygiene information – such as lifelong healthy habits like hand-washing – into the regular curriculum.
Municipal governments have adopted this approach, so they can continue providing school-based health services independently of Save the Children. Departmental and municipal education agencies have incorporated health information into school curricula, provided trainers for teachers and distributed educational materials. Visibility and communication campaigns have increased awareness of children’s health and nutrition issues.

Improving Our Lives is reaching over 193,000 school children in over 635 schools in five urban and two rural impact areas; 108,000 families are benefiting from this programme. 
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