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Introduction

This is the third 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.

While the evidence from the national project makes clear that the work of
schools in drug education has the capacity to ‘make a difference’, schools cannot
do this work alone. In this monograph, the ‘good practice’ under discussion
recognises that drug education requires a united response from the school, the
family, the community and community agencies working in the field. Evidence
from the national project indicates that both primary and secondary students
respond best to school drug education when a strong school and community-
based support network exists. A student’s capacity to make well-informed,
healthy decisions around drug issues is likely to be greater when his/her learning
occurs within a framework of shared responsibility for drug education.
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Drug education requires a united response from the school,
the family, the community and community agencies.



Student–staff relationships

‘Good practice’ in drug education involves the school giving priority to creating
conditions and structures that enable supportive relationships to be built and
maintained. Many students value a trusting relationship with an empathetic and
supportive adult.This kind of relationship does not condone or ignore inappropriate
or unhealthy behaviour. Such a relationship will have established clear expectations
and sanctions against breaches of those expectations.The priority is on maintaining
the student’s connection with the school and the student’s belief that the school
supports him/her.

Findings from the national project indicate the importance of mentoring
relationships between significant adults and students. Such relationships allow
issues to be discussed and support provided in a non-threatening environment.

Connections between students and teachers

Teachers who respect students and maintain their confidentiality can play a
turnaround role for many students. The capacity of the individual teacher to
provide support depends on his/her understanding of the complexity of issues
confronting students outside school. These teachers know about this ‘other
world’; they see schooling as more than a process of imparting information and
knowledge; and their relationship with students is not one of ‘us’ and ‘them’.
They see students as individuals facing dilemmas in a complex and demanding
world. They believe, as an adult, they can provide optimism, understanding,
guidance and support.

Schools with a strong focus on providing support for students often employ
staff who make a significant contribution to building external relationships and
who are generous with their time.Through their participation in school committees
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Priority is given to creating conditions and structures
to build and maintain supportive relationships.

Teachers can play a turnaround role.
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and welfare groups, these staff members are often involved in organising student
visits to agencies to facilitate contact with appropriately trained people who
can assist them. Strong partnerships with agencies often see agency members
participating in school programs. Students are thus familiar with the agency
services and personnel so that referral, should it be required, is a natural part
of the support provided by the school.Teachers focus on the different needs
of students and ensure that any response is appropriate for the individual.

Connections between students and non-teaching staff

The national project found that supportive relationships with non-teaching
members of staff, in which the student feels respected, confidentiality is maintained
and he/she does not feel judged, are important to students. Teachers’ aides,
administrative staff and the school nurse or chaplain may provide this support.
The fact that students see these relationships to be based on something other
than authority may be the reason the student makes a connection.

Students generally regard a nurse or a chaplain who is part of the school staff
as a supportive, approachable person who is there to help. In addition, some
school nurses and chaplains play an important role in introducing other community
resources into the school.This can broaden understanding about the meaning
of drug education and ways in which students can be supported.Through this
work, these non-teaching staff are contributing to building a stronger sense of
partnership in drug education between the school and the community.

Staff support through professional development

‘Good practice’ in drug education in schools ensures a shared view and
commitment by all staff to the school’s work in drug education. In this regard,‘good
practice’ in staff induction and continuing professional development programs
ensures that all staff understand and share in the school’s goals and processes to
build and constantly reinforce student connectedness, self-worth and resilience.

Students feel respected and confidentiality is maintained.



Engaging families

The national project points to the importance of the school reaching out to
engage the community with its work in drug education.There is evidence that
many students attach great importance to family relationships, and that the
family is the single most critical factor shaping their attitudes and behaviours.
The likelihood that the school’s work in drug education will impact on students’
attitudes and behaviours appears to be substantially greater when family
relationships are taken into account. ‘Good practice’ ensures mechanisms are in
place that allow families to contribute to, be informed about and involved in
the school’s work in drug education.

The national project found that ‘good practice’ includes ensuring that staff have
skills and capacities to connect with students’ families in a confidential and non-
confrontational manner in all, including the most difficult, contexts. These
schools take account of problems that can arise because of the impact of family
issues, including ongoing domestic disputes, sometimes linked to problematic
substance use.The support provided does not exacerbate the level of personal
risk for the student and includes the continued affirmation of the school as a
place where support is always available and where the student and his/her
contribution and achievements are valued.

Authentic, broad support networks 

Many schools have a strong student support network so that appropriate
interventions can be initiated if a student’s behaviour indicates the possibility of
problematic substance use or that they are at risk. ‘Good practice’ in student
support networks includes communication with and involvement of the student’s
family in the support provided. This assists in keeping the student connected
with both school and his/her family.
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The family is the single most critical factor shaping a student’s
attitudes and behaviours.

A strong student support network facilitates the initiation
of appropriate interventions.
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Where the consequences of the student’s actions involve disciplinary procedures
such as suspension, ‘good practice’ sees the school maintaining meaningful and
regular contact with the student and his/her family during this time.This support
continues in a manner that is understood and, if possible, complemented by the
family when the student returns to school. ‘Good practice’ in these schools
ensures effective and appropriate ongoing communication between the school
and the family, regardless of the issue or the level of family dysfunctionality.

How does a school go about engaging and connecting with young people who
are at-risk or are particularly vulnerable? ‘Good practice’, irrespective of context,
points to the importance of building the strongest possible sense of community
around the student so that drugs are not treated as an isolated negative issue
but in the context of a broader picture that values the family and the relationships
within it, and thus promotes the student’s sense of personal worth.

Positive family and community role models

Findings in the national project point to the potential to reduce problematic
substance use and anti-social behaviour when key family and community members
provide positive role models for young people, and when there is close contact
between family members or young people and community members in a
constructive and purposeful environment. The capacity of the school to
influence the student’s outcomes positively appears to be increased when this
broader base of support is recognised, valued and included. This occurs best
when such relationships are nurtured as a natural and regular part of the
school’s operation, not simply when an incident has occurred.

Family and community relationships are nurtured as a natural
and regular part of the school’s operation.



Engaging the broader community

Effective management practices in drug education are characterised by people
who are able to ‘make a difference’.They may be teaching or non-teaching staff
members, other students, families, community members and/or community agency
personnel.

Schools that reveal ‘good practice’ in drug education seek out, value and invite
the contributions of external support agencies into the school for their expertise
and the different perspectives they offer on the challenges confronting young
people. Schools value their expertise and perspectives because they challenge
assumptions and enable acquisition of new knowledge and understandings.

Connecting with relevant external agencies and sustaining these relationships
forms a core element of ‘good practice’ in school drug education.A broad view
of these relationships, which includes integrating external agencies into the
school’s approaches and initiatives, fosters effective support for and connection
with students and parents. ‘Good practice’ sees agency personnel regularly
contributing, on campus, to the design and delivery of specific drug education
initiatives and to staff professional development, as well as providing support for
students who are at risk.Their presence in the school assists in building positive
student-adult relationships in addition to those fostered by school staff.
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External agency expertise and knowledge can challenge assumptions
and enable acquisition of new knowledge and understandings.



Summary of ‘good practice’ in drug education

Schools revealing ‘good practice’ in drug education know they can achieve positive
outcomes by purposefully building a sense of shared responsibility for drug
education with the whole school, families, community and community support
agencies. These sectors are encouraged to work together to ensure that the
school is responsive to student needs and that all students are well supported
in the face of the challenges confronting them, in and beyond the school.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education recognises that drug education
requires a united response from the school, the family and the community.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees the school giving priority to
support. A variety of intervention strategies are in place to help avoid
incidents and reduce any negative outcomes should an incident occur.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees a strong sense among
all staff that they are responsible for the wellbeing of all students.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees staff–student relationships
characterised by trust and respect. All students know that if they raise
drug related issues they will be supported, listened to empathetically
and responded to appropriately.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees awareness by the school that
inappropriate discipline may serve only to increase the vulnerability
of the student concerned.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education recognizes the relationship between
the school and the family as a key element to its effectiveness.Wherever
possible, the school ensures that families and the school community are
aware of and included in its work to engage students and to maintain their
connectedness to the school and the wider community.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education facilitates effective and appropriate
ongoing communication between the school and the family regardless
of the issue or the level of family dysfunctionality.

� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees that where the student’s family or
home life may increase their vulnerability, the school works assiduously
to support the student and his/her connection to the school.
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� ‘Good practice’ in drug education sees schools identify and harness
available community resources to support students who are at-risk.
These schools recognise that they will not necessarily have the skills or
capacities to meet the needs of all students and all the circumstances that
may arise.While working to keep these students connected to the school
through a variety of approaches and arrangements, the school also
involves appropriate community personnel to ensure the necessary
support is available.The views of such agency personnel are listened
to and their capacities are used and, where appropriate, integrated
into the school’s work.
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