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Introduction

This is the fifth in a series of eight monographs designed to inform leaders in
the field of school drug education about the range of practices, views and
approaches directing the way forward in Australian school drug education. The
monographs derive from the findings of the National School Drug Education
Strategy Innovation and Good Practice Project (the national project), completed
during 2001 by Erebus Consulting Partners for the Commonwealth Department
of Education, Science and Training. Over ninety schools ranging in location, size,
system and sector, school type and approach to drug education participated in
the national project. The findings indicated what was and wasn't working for
students, and that all undertakings in school drug education — ranging from
innovative and good practice to least successful — have provided information
from which good practice can be defined and explained in these monographs.

The national project indicates that for the majority of students, the most significant
aspect of their schooling is the relationships they have with their friends and
peers. The relationship with their teachers and the abstract notions of ‘getting
an education’ or ‘preparing for life’ are acknowledged but are not the dominant
frameworks governing their daily lives. This view differs from the framework of
some teachers, which primarily is to teach a particular syllabus or program
successfully and ensure that students maximise their learning outcomes. Importantly,
if the question of ‘relationships’ shapes the views of many students about drug
education, it would be more effective for schools to structure their drug
education within the framework of student relationships.
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Sense of self-worth

i Many students view drug education as relating to a sense of self-worth.
——

Drug education is viewed by many students as relating to a sense of self-worth,
which extends to the wider world of friends, peers and family. Approaches to
drug education appear to work best when they build upon an understanding
of the students’ own capacities and skills and within the context of their
relationships with friends and peers. Drug education that isolates the student
from the context of his/her relationships is unlikely to engage the student or
have any significant impact on attitudes or behaviours.

Inclusive, skills-based teaching and learning

Traditionally structured Health lessons that include such tasks as the completion
of study booklets (often put together by teachers themselves) are frequently
identified by students as ‘boring’ and disengaging. This method of teaching which
is predictable and repetitive neither values nor encourages engagement with
peers. Drug education that is not shared and consolidated through discussion
and the exploration of ideas appears to provide little, if anything, to building a
student’s sense of self-worth. The result is that drug education is unlikely to
contribute to long-term resilience and life skills.

Throughout the national project there is evidence about the resistance of students
to models of drug education that they perceive to be imposing information on
them. Hence, they criticise programs that are fact rather than skill-based, often
dismiss as out-of-touch the graduated model for teaching about drugs in junior
secondary Heatlth lessons and will regard particular teachers as having insufficient
knowledge to guide them about issues related to drugs.

=
i Learning that is viewed by students as irrelevant is unlikely

to be effective or contribute to developing self-worth.
(-




Relevance to students' own lives

It is necessary to structure and deliver drug education in ways that enable students
to see relevance to their own lives, irrespective of their exposure to drugs or
level of use. Learning that is viewed by students as irrelevant is unlikely to be
effective or contribute to developing self-worth.

Students consider that being able to research and investigate areas of interest
and to test ideas with their peers and with teachers and other adults are important
to them, thereby encouraging a sense of responsibility for their learning in this
area. Indications are that personal responsibility must underpin ‘good practice’
in drug education.

=

B Trying to cover too much without appropriate time will not meet
the needs of good practice in drug education.

s

Inadequate curriculum, class, assessment and timetable structures can adversely
affect the efforts of those teachers who identify a priority need to engage
students actively in their learning. The student may then perceive that the
priority is content coverage in a minimal and perhaps superficial way, with the
result that the issues confronting them appear to be ignored. Simply said, trying
to cover too much without appropriate time will not meet the needs of good
practice in drug education.

Student awareness of the wider world

Adolescence may be characterised as a period of changing awareness brought
about by increased engagement with the wider world. The secondary school
evaluation reports reveal the importance that students place on bridging the
boundaries between the worlds of school, work and social interaction. Although
the majority of students agree that the school campus should be free of illicit
drugs, they recognise that schools cannot be isolated from the wider world.
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Students see the following issues as being of increasing importance as they approach

adulthood:

B engaging successfully with others in the workplace

B accepting the responsibilities that go with workplace relationships

B engaging successfully with others in new and different social contexts

B remaining connected to family while asserting a growing independence.

[
B  Students endorse approaches and programs that enable them
. to cross back and forth between school and the real world.

‘Good practice’ in drug education requires an awareness of these issues and
that drug education is responsive to them.

In general, students endorse school approaches and programs that enable them
to cross back and forth between school and, as they describe it,‘the real worlds’
of their community, work and social interactions. In such approaches, references
to drugs may occur only in passing, but their impact on students’ values, attitudes
and behaviour are likely to be internalised in ways that a traditional approach
may be incapable of achieving.

Schools supporting students helping each other

Their relationships enable students to realise when others
i are 'close to the edge'.

st

Repeatedly throughout the national project, students spoke about their
expectation that schools should provide support to students (especially their
friends) who get into difficulties with drugs. They want to be able to approach
teachers knowing that appropriate support will be provided. Students want to
ensure that their friends will not be disciplined in ways that will destroy or
diminish the friendship or their friends’ future prospects, at school and beyond.

Many students spoke of their commitment to their friends and of how they had
tried to ‘talk sense’ into them when drug-related problems arose.Their relationships
enable students to realise when others are ‘close to the edge’. The orientation of




such students is towards dealing with a problem that they perceive as a ‘wellbeing’

or health issue, not one of behaviour requiring discipline. It is ‘good practice’ to

support those experiencing problems with drugs and to value and engage those

who want to exercise responsibility for others.

Summary of ‘good practice' in drug education

‘Good practice’ in drug education recognises and values the school

as a ‘community’. All schools are communities in which people gather,
communicate with and relate to each other, share information and ideas,
and construct meanings from their experiences. In moving toward ‘good
practice’ in drug education, schools promote and sustain the best possible
relationships between all who work and learn in the school community.
These relationships include those between students and staff and among
students in and across age groups. In valuing and promoting relationships,
schools recognise that capacities and skills to manage relationships are
essential, not only in the school community, but also in the wider environment.

‘Good practice’ in drug education focuses on meeting simultaneously
the needs of the individual student and creating the conditions and
circumstances in which they can positively engage with others.Teachers
should see their teaching as more than covering curriculum requirements.
In their learning, students should be supported as they grow in personal
responsibility and self-direction. The school’s work in drug education
should enable them to develop a sense of self-worth as a platform for
connectedness and resilience. The relationships students have with teachers
should reinforce confidence in the capacity of the school to identify and
meet student needs.

‘Good practice’ in drug education harnesses students’ concern for the
wellbeing of friends. Many students express a strong sense of concern
for the wellbeing of their friends. The capacity of students to contribute
to policy development and curriculum design in drug education should
be valued and utilised, reinforcing the inter-connectedness of students
and the school community.
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