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Introduction

This is the last 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.

Understanding the local community and ‘drug scene’

A significant finding made in the national project is that the local context
determines the most appropriate approaches and strategies to build engagement,
connectedness and resilience. Understanding the local context requires
knowledge of the local ‘drug scene’ and how it is affecting particular students.
However, this ‘scene’ is constantly changing and the issues which arise for schools
and their students can never be regarded as immutable.

‘Good practice’ in drug education consequently requires staff to have a
comprehensive knowledge of drug, social context and related lifestyle issues
confronting young people within the local community. From this knowledge staff
can develop the capacity to recognise students at-risk or experiencing problems
with drugs. Additionally, they will have the knowledge and skills to support all
students and ensure they are engaged in school drug education.
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Teaching staff need to have a comprehensive knowledge of drug,
social context and related lifestyle issues confronting young people
within the local community.



Schools with this knowledge base can plan their drug education so that it is
systematic and appropriately involves students, staff, families and local community
agencies at all stages. ‘Good practice’ also requires that schools have in place
data collection and analysis systems to monitor and evaluate their programs so
that they can take account of changing contexts and regularly inform stakeholder
groups. In this way, they know the ‘scene’ and can deal appropriately with its
changing realities.

Local drug use and community values

Consideration needs to be given to how teachers can best acquire an understanding
of matters such as:

� drug use in the local community

� gaps between realities and perceptions

� community values 

� ages at which students first start to experiment with specific drugs

� methods of assisting potentially at-risk young people.

Teachers who are aware of these matters are better attuned to the realities of
local drug use and the local community values.They need to access a range of
internal and external resources in order to target the specific needs of their
students. Drug education works better where school leaders and staff are
interested in such issues and share common understandings.

It is also apparent that schools build a comprehensive understanding of the local
‘scene’ through approaches such as:

� listening to students and gaining their confidence 

� working in a variety of ways with the widest possible
cross-section of families

� cooperatively engaging local agencies working in areas such
as drug rehabilitation, youth counselling and family support.
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Teaching staff need to access a range of internal and external
resources and target the specific needs of their students.
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External agency personnel and non-teaching staff

The participation of external agency personnel should extend well beyond the
one-off visit or ‘crisis management’ that so often characterises issues related to
illicit drug use. Ongoing consultation with external agencies often serves to
introduce their personnel to the culture and beliefs of the school and establishes
the foundation for a more substantial partnership.

An additional important factor in being able to understand the local ‘scene’ is
the contribution of staff such as the school counsellor, chaplain or school nurse,
who may be perceived as standing ‘outside’ the overt school authority. Their
knowledge and views should be valued and their perceptions can contribute to
shaping the school’s work in drug education, no less than those of teachers.

‘Good practice’ requires schools to acknowledge that teaching is not the only
source of information for students about drugs. This acknowledgement does
not lessen the schools’ responsibility, but acts as a prompt to engage with students
in a way that is congruent with the reality of their experience. Hence, ‘good
practice’ drug education incorporates identifying and discussing issues raised
about drugs outside of school including: family, friends, community agencies,
television programs, music video clips, advertisements and movies.

Tuning into the local community and ‘drug scene’

Being tuned into the local community and the ‘drug scene’ means that schools
are better placed to:

� develop a drug education curriculum that is age, stage 
and socially appropriate

� ensure the curriculum approaches issues about drugs as part
of the broader jigsaw of issues in the lives of young people

Schools acknowledge that teaching is not the only source
of information for students about drugs.

Knowing the local ‘scene’ means that schools will better
understand the language of that ‘scene’.



� meet a range of different needs.

Schools with such comprehensive local knowledge are more likely to identify
the particular needs of highly vulnerable and disconnected students and are,
therefore, better placed to explore ways of responding to them. However,
schools without this knowledge and practice are more likely to simply label
these students as ‘troublemakers’ because they are unresponsive to approaches
that in reality take little or no account of their contexts. Additionally, in schools
with comprehensive local knowledge implementing ‘good practice’, there is
invariably a commitment to responding to the needs of both males and females
and a keen understanding of gender appropriate drug education.

Knowing the local ‘scene’ means that schools will better understand the
language and culture of that ‘scene’. Such understanding makes them better able
to address the views and perceptions of ‘street-wise’ students who believe that
the school’s work is irrelevant to them and, typically, that they know more than
their teachers. In these schools, there is a capacity to de-construct the myths
that many ‘street-wise’ students believe about particular drugs and their effects.

Essential knowledge and skills in drug education

Drug education is an area that requires teachers to utilise specific skills and
capacities. However, in itself this cannot guarantee that the drug education
outcomes, to which the school is committed, will be achieved. All staff, not just
Health teachers or support staff, require essential knowledge and skills in the
field of drug education. ‘Good practice’ requires all teachers develop skills to:

� identify students who may be at-risk because of their drug use,
or who show that they may be at-risk more broadly by disengaging
and disconnecting from their schooling

� respond appropriately to and support students who raise
health-related issues with them

� monitor and support students returning from suspension
or other intervention measures arising from drug-related issues.
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Staff training and professional development

In both primary and secondary schools there is considerable variation in the
priority given to drug education.Where it is a high priority, regular staff training
is provided and there is a commitment to keeping staff ‘up-to-date’. As an
outcome of the training, staff often express confidence in their capacity to work
with and support students, especially those at-risk.Typically, they comment that
while drugs are a problem in the local community, the school is able to provide
safety and guidance at a personal level so that students are better able to make
choices.The professional commitment of teachers, whether primary or secondary,
is demonstrated by their efforts to seek out their own professional development
in order to maintain currency of knowledge.

The provision of broadly conceived and inclusive professional development
tends to scuttle the notion that responsibility for drug education, especially in
secondary schools, largely resides with Health teachers, school counsellors, school
nurses or chaplains. Broad-based staff training and professional development is
an important instrument in changing such beliefs about drug education.

Implications for staff training 

Staff training in drug education that only provides ‘basic information’ on drugs,
results in a lack of fundamental skills relating to identifying and supporting young
people who are at-risk.

A priority issue recognised by teachers is that of training to build the capacity
and skills of staff to identify and support students who may be at-risk in relation
to drugs and related lifestyle issues. Students also identified the importance of
understanding the wider needs of young people when providing basic information
about drugs.

Building the capacity and skills to identify and support students
who may be at-risk is a priority for staff training.

Staff confidence in working with and supporting students
is frequently an outcome of quality training.



‘Good practice’ drug education recognises the importance that most students
and many teachers give to the dynamics of the student-teacher relationship.
While many teachers concede that their social reality is often far removed from
that of their students, most will value professional development that purposely
exposes them to the students’ worlds and strategies to address related issues.
‘Good practice’ in staff training for drug education also needs to address issues
such as those related to:

� the abuse of prescription medicines

� drugs in the ‘party scene’

� the use of inhalants

� binge-drinking

� poly-drug use

� best methods for collaboration, including teachers, health
professionals and youth workers.

Identifying at-risk students

While some staff believe that there is a ‘set’ of indicators that could be used to
identify at-risk students, most concede that the issues involved are complex.
Staff in ‘good practice’ schools do not ignore this complexity but seek to demystify
it through being informed and alert, rather than threatened or shocked. ‘Good
practice’ in drug education creates a whole school culture that is supportive of
students and intervenes to ensure their wellbeing.The capacity of all staff, teaching
and non-teaching, to be able to identify at-risk students is crucial to success.
Staff who are motivated by ‘good practice’ see ‘identification’ as a necessary and
integral component of the school and teacher professional practice repertoire
designed to underpin student wellbeing.
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Fitting the parts together

The level of knowledge about issues related to drug education is a contributing
factor to the capacity of any school to implement ‘good practice’. Schools seeking
to have an impact on students’ drug taking attitudes and behaviours should
demonstrate comprehensive knowledge of their work.They should know what
is being done across all facets of the school and how the various components
contribute to a holistic school approach.

This holistic picture is usually more readily identifiable in primary schools than
in secondary schools, a factor predominantly attributable to the organisation of the
primary school and its curriculum. In secondary schools where ‘good practice’
occurs, teaching related to drugs is undertaken throughout all parts of the
curriculum.

‘Good practice’ involves understanding how all aspects of the school’s work
contribute to student engagement, connectedness and resilience.The national
project indicates that staff overcome uncertainty about what is effective in building
skills and capacities for resilience through monitoring, reflection and evaluations
gathered from students and their families.

Acquiring and sharing knowledge

‘Good practice’ in drug education requires a bank of knowledge about lifestyle
issues confronting students. Drug education emanates from understanding these
issues.‘Good practice’ is a journey that begins with the school setting up systems
to gather information about students’ knowledge and an indication of their sense
of connectedness to school, family and community. Tools such as surveys or
audits may be utilised to identify contemporary issues and the extent to which
students believe they have the skills to deal with them.
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‘Good practice’ involves understanding how all aspects of the school’s
work contribute to student engagement, connectedness and resilience.

When stakeholder groups share information the impact
of drug education programs is likely to be maximised.



Quantitative data and key shareholder groups

Evaluations should be conducted of the school’s strengths and weaknesses as
perceived by the key stakeholder groups. Quantitative data should be gathered
for student referrals, suspensions, exclusions, ‘time out’ and participation in
particular support programs. Based on the information generated by these
processes, the school should be able to make informed decisions in relation to
appropriate goals and programs.

No partnership with stakeholder groups can be considered truly ‘good practice’
if one partner retains the knowledge, as shared understanding among stakeholder
groups should be sought.The inclusion of families and personnel from external
support agencies is an important factor in building a comprehensive understanding
of all the issues confronting the school. In turn, understanding the issues
confronting schools will strengthen the support of external agency personnel.
When all stakeholder groups share information as a basis for building mutual
goals and values, the impact of drug education programs is likely to be maximised.

Such data processes and the information they provide are a starting point for
any school’s work in drug education. Regular evaluation is ‘good practice’ in drug
education, as is the preparedness to modify approaches and initiatives in light
of evaluative feedback.
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10



Summary of ‘good practice’ in drug education

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees schools attaching a high
importance to being well informed about the realities of local drug
use and associated lifestyle issues. Schools keep up-to-date about these
issues by having open lines of communication with students, their families
and personnel working in local community support agencies.The school is
regarded as an ‘open community’ which encourages shared understanding
and action on a wide range of issues relevant to students.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees schools developing a multifaceted
approach to drug education that targets the differing needs of all students.
This takes account of the needs of differentiated groups, such as males and
females, those at-risk and those least at-risk, students in the last two years
of primary school and senior students entering adulthood.The accurate
identification of such student groups and their specific needs in relation
to drug education is essential to developing effective interventions.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees schools able to describe all
activities relevant to drug education across the school that are designed
to engage students, keep them connected and develop capacities for
long-term resilience.There is also an awareness of how the various
strategies and programs interconnect.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees schools gather data regularly and
systematically, thereby enabling evaluations of contextual information
and drug education activities. Staff, in partnerships with students, parents
and external support agencies collaborate to interpret and give meaning
to gathered data and identify the implications for drug education in
schools. A strong commitment to learning about the issues that confront
students will best inform school decision-making.
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