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Spotlight On District Alcohol/Drug Policy
By Isabel Burk M.S., C.H.E.S.

Seventh grade teacher Mrs. Nichols rounds the corner moments before the 3rd period
bell, and sees Allison standing by her locker, drinking from a bottle in a bag. Allison puts
the bag into her locker just as Mrs. Nichols comes up behind her. Mrs. Nichols smells
the odor of beer. This scenario could happen in any school, anywhere in the country. If
this happened in your school, would you know how to handle it?

Project ALERT, in fact, any substance abuse prevention curriculum, has greater impact
when it is part of a carefully planned, comprehensive strategy for keeping youth drug-
free. Central to this strategy is a school policy on alcohol, tobacco and other drugs
(ATOD) that demonstrates the school district's resolution to help students and staff
maintain healthy, drug-free lifestyles. As an ALERT educator, you will find your school's
ATOD policies are important. They are important not just for discipline, but they actually
provide an excellent basis for your prevention program. A few high profile cases have
grabbed national attention (negative attention) so this is a good time to check out your
policies and procedures, to ensure that your district doesn't end up in the headlines.

You may find alcohol/drug policies in the teacher handbook, your "back to school" folder,
or in the principal's office. Policy summaries for students may be in the student
handbook or pamphlet about student codes of conduct.

Good policies go beyond a list of prohibited behaviors and consequences; they frame
"the big picture" by placing behavior in context with an overall objective (usually the
school's aim to educate responsible, healthy community members). By explicitly stating
this goal, the school can help build support for the policy and its implementation. Policies
and procedures can protect your students and enhance the school's educational
mission.

As you read it, note that your district policy should place ATOD (alcohol, tobacco and
other drug) concerns in the context of the district's comprehensive prevention program.
Does your school have a student study team? Student assistance counseling? Early
intervention program? Drug prevention curricula? These should be mentioned in the
policy to reinforce the spectrum of protective measures, and remind everyone that policy
is not meant to be punitive, but rather as a tool to support safety, appropriate conduct
and healthy living.

Indeed, a well-crafted policy distinctly defines the boundaries of behavior. In most cases,
this will mean a core statement that specifies who is covered by the policy, what
behaviors are prohibited, in which areas, at what times and under what circumstances.
This is done for reasons of clarity and also to forestall future legal challenge. If your
policy clearly spells out the limits of behavior, it is less likely that students will violate
these boundaries.

Are you and your colleagues prepared to meet the challenge? Find out by asking three
colleagues to tell you what steps they would take if they encountered a student who
smelled strongly of beer. Are they confident in their responses? Do they know what to
do? Gauge their answers against your school's policies and procedures.
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As you review your policy, you may note that some issues need special attention.
School-aged children report deliberately inhaling substances like correction fluid, glue
and cleaning products in school. This dangerous practice should be covered under your
school's policy, but many policies accidentally omit inhalants. If inhalants aren't
mentioned in your policy, this is a good time to revise your policy to include them.

The following is an example of a core statement that may be included in your school's
Policy on Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drugs:

No person may possess, use, produce, sell or distribute alcohol, drugs or other
substances, nor use or possess paraphernalia for the purpose of drug use, at any time,
in school buildings, on school property and grounds, in school-sponsored vehicles or at
school-sponsored events at other sites.

The terms "alcohol, drugs and other substances" shall be construed to refer to all
substances in all forms, including, but not limited to: alcohol and alcohol-containing
beverages; all forms of tobacco; inhalants (such as gases, solvents, butane, propane,
adhesives); marijuana or its derivatives; cocaine/crack; LSD or other hallucinogenic
drugs; PCP; amphetamines and amphetamine-like compounds; heroin; methadone;
scheduled narcotics; steroids; herbal/"natural" stimulants, herbal/"natural" euphoriants;
look-alike products; and any substances commonly referred to as "designer drugs." The
inappropriate and/or illegal use of prescription and over-the-counter preparations is
prohibited. Prescription medication or over-the-counter preparations for personal use
shall be allowed only as per district medication policy, under the supervision of school
personnel, with written orders from a physician. Federal, state and local laws shall apply
to students and employees alike.

In almost every case, policies are reviewed and approved by the board of education.
This makes them "board-approved." This is important, because enforcing policy can be
tricky if the policy is not perceived as official. Uniform implementation and enforcement is
key to establishing and maintaining a high level of compliance to policy.

Review drug-related policies and procedures at least once a year by way of a committee
with a variety of perspectives on the issues. Members should include at least one
student at the middle and high school levels; an administrator, at least one parent from
each school level; a school board member; a pupil services professional; and a school
counselor. This committee can examine the existing policies to see if they are clear and
relevant.

At the same time, administrators and counselors should review each year's policy data
(be sure to remove any names or identifying information) to look at trends: what kinds of
infractions occurred and what consequences were imposed? How were the cases
similar? Were there significant changes from the previous year? Sometimes this analysis
can be quite revealing. For instance, a significant upturn might not necessarily signal a
worsening drug problem in school. It might actually be a function of better training for
staff, so that staff members know what to look for and how to report cases. Better
understanding often results in more enforcement. This can result in more students being
referred for assessment and assistance, and can help prevent a student's problems from
progressing.



Substance Abuse Prevention that Works!

Excerpt ALERT Educator/Fall 99 – page 3 of 4
www.projectalert.com ©BEST Foundation
1-800-ALERT-10 www.best.org

Staff training is a vital link that can easily be overlooked. School personnel must
understand their roles and responsibilities under the district's policy, or they cannot act
appropriately. In practice, this means planning exactly how an educator should handle
the situation if confronted with a student suspected of violating policy. What should be
said and/or done? Should he/she report the incident? To whom, and in what manner? If
the school doesn't already have a reporting procedure, develop it and make sure that all
staff (including bus drivers, clerical staff, coaches, monitors, etc.) are well prepared.
Using a standard format for responding, reporting and record keeping will be helpful to
everyone, including the students involved. A "paper trail" provides accountability and
ensures accuracy of records.

What about "zero tolerance?" Most people aren't quite sure what this really means.
"Zero tolerance" refers to a schedule of pre-defined consequences for pre-defined
offenses. In practice, this should mean that if Student A is caught smoking in the boys'
bathroom he is subject to the same penalty as Student B if she is caught under the same
circumstances. "Zero tolerance" is supposed to remove favoritism and make
consequences fair, consistent, and certain. When schools end up in the headlines for
"zero tolerance" policies, this is a sign that the policy or implementation procedures need
to be reviewed more carefully.

Your drug school policy impacts students, parents, staff and community members. A top-
quality policy, clear implementation procedures and trained staff are the hallmarks of a
district committed to health and safety.

Project ALERT trainer Isabel Burk is the author of a comprehensive book on this topic.
"Guide For School-Based Drug Policy and Advisory Councils" is available through
Balance Group Publishers, P.O. Box 3266, Kalamazoo, MI 49003-3266. As Director of
the Health Network, Ms. Burk is a nationally known expert on health, prevention and
education issues. Formerly the Safe and Drug-Free Schools Coordinator for 117 school
districts in southern New York, she now provides technical assistance, program
consultation and training to schools and organizations across the country. She is
currently the Vice-Chair of the American School Health Association Council on Alcohol,
Tobacco and Other Drugs.

Safe School Plans
Having a good alcohol and drug policy goes hand in hand with keeping schools safe.
And, this year school districts across the country are reviewing and strengthening their
Safe School Plans. They are implementing violence prevention programs and focusing
on the way they interact with students, staff, parents, community, law enforcement and
the media.

The National Association of Attorneys General and the National School Boards
Association have taken the lead in defining the components of a Safe School Plan. It
should include:

• A crisis response plan that defines whom to contact in an emergency, including
school personnel, law enforcement, fire and rescue and emergency management
personnel; • Student participation in the planning and management of events and
programs;

• Teaching students conflict resolution techniques;
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• Drug and alcohol prevention programs;

• Involving parents and students in volunteer activities and organizing phone trees
for better communication;

• Creating stronger partnerships between schools and law enforcement;

• Crime prevention through environmental design and the dissemination of design
plans to all emergency personnel;

• Reporting, tracking and monitoring of any crimes or misdemeanors committed on
campus;

• Training for school personnel; and

• A concise discipline code for all students. Project ALERT teachers play an
important role in supporting a Safe School Plan. And, Project ALERT staff is here
to support you. Whenever you have questions or need assistance, just call your
toll free teacher support line: 800 - ALERT - 10. We look forward to hearing from
you.

ACTION STEPS
• Locate most recent copy of policy and pertinent procedures
• Ascertain your role/responsibilities under the policy
• Determine the "chain of command" and administrative responsibilities
• Work with other teachers to "role play" possible situations to check for

understanding
• Reinforce key policy issues with students, parents and staff on a regular basis

Note A
In a study examining alcohol and interpersonal violence, results showed that
approximately 50% of all violent episodes are drug related. Source: Cychoz, CM. Alcohol
and Interpersonal Violence: Implications for Educators. Journal of Health Education,
27(2) 73-77, 1996.

Note B
Over 5,500 Project ALERT teachers were trained during the 1998-99 school year in
school districts around the country. And, dozens of workshops are scheduled for this fall.
Patty Gravitt, SDFS Coordinator for Houston ISD, stands next to a Texas size stack of
Project ALERT curriculum and training materials. She is rapidly moving toward her goal
of district-wide implementation of Project ALERT in all 34 middle schools. So far, 99
educators have been trained. Two more workshops are scheduled for September and
additional training opportunities are slated for this spring. Seventh and eighth grade
science and health teachers are attending her workshops along with supportive
counselors, prevention specialists and nurses.

Other Texas districts planning district-wide workshops this fall include Lubbock, San
Antonio and Austin. Elsewhere Tempe, AZ; Milwaukee, WI; Lake Charles, LA; Hesperia,
Riverside and Camarillo, CA; and Mustang and Yukon, OK all have large workshops
planned.


