Guidelines for Schools – Volatile Substance Misuse

Why is it an issue for schools

1. The products used

Products used for inhaling are accessible and inexpensive. Children and young people are able to easily obtain the substances from friends, by shoplifting or purchasing the products from shops or obtaining the product from home. Many of the products that contain volatile substances such as paint products, petrol and glue are commonly used by students at school and are not illegal for school-age children and young people to purchase and have in their possession at school.

2. The age of users

The practice of inhaling is typically a short term behaviour by children and young people. Use tends to decline by age 14 and users are more likely to be male than female.

However, many young people who are frequent or long-term volatile substance users are of an age that school attendance is compulsory but often are either regular truants or have been excluded from school attendance.

3. The profile of users
Most young people will never use solvents.

Of those who do, the majority are experimental users who inhale out of curiosity and usually only once or twice. Some become social users with their friends. These users generally grow out of this practice before it becomes an enduring pattern. Very few young people become chronic users who have developed a dependence and will use on a regular basis for a long time.

As with other drug use, misuse of volatile substances is not confined to any one socio-economic or cultural background. Solvent use is irregular affecting different groups and communities at different times.

Volatile substance misuse is usually a peer group activity and is therefore more likely to occur on Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights. However, some use is observed during the day and is usually being undertaken in public places such as parks and railway stations by school age students who are truanting or have been excluded from school. However, some young people may misuse volatile substances while at school.

4. The potential harm and risk

There are no safe ways to inhale these substances so harm minimisation principles do not apply to this practice. Although rare, there is a risk that misuse can result in death even for experimental users.

Whilst the majority of users will misuse volatile substances experimentally, some may engage in this behaviour socially and a few will continue to be chronic users.

What are the roles/accountabilities for schools

The role of schools in addressing the use of volatile substances by school age children and young people must be considered in light of the schools’ responsibility, how and when misuse occurs and the actual usage of students at their school.

The key role of schools is to ensure all students are provided an opportunity to participate in school life and achieve learning outcomes. This can be achieved by:

1. Providing a supportive school environment

The school climate is important for students to feel a sense of belonging and to build positive peer and adult relationships. A supportive, school environment is one where students feel they are treated fairly and are supported by caring teachers, policies and practices.

In relation to students who may be misusing volatile substance schools should:
· Provide a supportive environment for students 

· Review exclusion policies to ensure they are fair and supportive 

· Be flexible enough to accommodate the needs of students who may be misusing substances or endeavouring to stop using

· Adopt a problem-solving approach in partnership with the student, parents and service provider

2. Implementing a generic school drug education program that does not focus on volatile substances

Unlike other drug education programs, it is strongly recommended that volatile substance misuse is not specifically mentioned or targeted in a school program. It is considered to be counter-productive as it may draw students’ attention to easily obtained and inexpensive substances that can be used for intoxication.

It is considered unwise to describe the techniques for using substances and a list of products as the arousal of curiosity about products that are so readily available may lead to experimentation.

Schools should 

· Ensure a comprehensive, developmentally appropriate drug education program is in place

· Link prevention messages to topics such as poisons, product safety, first aid and fire safety

· Provide students with opportunities for skills development related to risk taking

3. Implementing policies and procedures for managing drug related incidents in the school

Schools should refer to their existing School Policy for the Management of Drug Related Incidents. It is recommended that schools review their school-based policy to ensure it reflects the school’s preferred response to the misuse of volatile substances.

Additional requirements that are specific to the misuse of volatile substances include:

· Not chasing the students if he or she runs away. Students who have been misusing volatile substances are at risk of a heart attack if frightened or chased

· Placing the student in a quiet area and ensuring he or she is monitored and encouraged to sit still

· Identifying the substance inhaled if possible and if any other substances have been used at the same time.

· Ensuring the safe and secure storage of products that may be used for inhaling.

4. Identifying intervention and referral services for students 
Students who are identified as misusing substances should be referred to appropriately skilled agencies. Schools should establish these referral services by:

· Liaising with local community health staff

· Identifying any specialist alcohol and drug services

· Investigating the availability of alcohol and drug services within local youth agencies

· Establishing protocols for the referral of students

· Encouraging agencies to liase with the school and identify specific strategies for a school to support students misusing volatile substances

5. Participating in a community-wide response

Local community-based strategies are considered the most effective for addressing the misuse of volatile substances. A critical component is the motivation and willingness of the community to provide a coordinated effort. This response may involve local police, shop owners, health services, parents, schools and other sporting, recreation, church, government or interested organisations.

However, the challenge for schools is to be clear about their role and accountabilities as a component of a community generated response. This can be achieved by:

· Informing parents of the policies and programs relating to drug use and managing drug related incidents

· Selecting resources and external agencies that are consistent with school policy and good practice

· Communicating to the school community the school’s accountabilities for achieving student learning outcomes

· Undertaking an assessment of the possible extent of volatile substance misuse by students at their school.

6. Supporting students who are misusing volatile substances to stay at school

Most young people who misuse volatile substances do so for a short time in the early stages of adolescence.  This misuse may be linked to behaviours that lead to the exclusion of students from school or to students truanting from school. Schools can play a significant role in supporting students through this period of misuse so that they can maintain their participation in education.

This could include:

· Providing counselling and support services from guidance officers

· Encouraging young people to attend school

· Establishing referral processes with agencies in their community

· Maintaining links with agencies providing alcohol & drug services to students

· Identifying alternate education programs for young people who are excluded

· Working in partnership with the student, their parents and the agency assisting a student to maintain the student’s participation in education
· Establish clear goals and expectations for the student while at school
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