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Volatile substances are cheap, easily accessed
and legal. As a result, many of the barriers

to potential use that apply to both legal and
illicit drugs do not apply to these products.

A significant proportion of younger Australian
teens have reported ever using one or more of
these products. Research suggests, however,
that most use is experimental, i.e. they use
them once or twice and rarely move on to
regular or problematic use. Sadly, deaths

do occur and are often reported amongst
young, experimental users.

These products set unique challenges for schools
and, as a result, Australian national, state and
territory school-based drug education policies

have advised that volatile substance misuse (VSM)
should be excluded from the general drug education
curriculum. In their Challenges and Choices Teacher
Resource booklet, WA's School Drug Education and
Road Aware (SDERA) states the following under the
heading ‘What is not covered in classroom drug
education programs?’ —

‘ ‘ Education around VSU [volatile
substance use] is not the strategy
currently used in Australia, as these
products are found in many households
and may lead to ‘copycat’ behaviour.”

SDERA, 2016

In 2000, after extensive consultation, the Victorian
Department of Education and Training released
guidelines that school communities were
“encouraged to discuss and incorporate” into their
policies and practice around VSM. They recognised
that this issue required a “unique response” with
Guideline 1 stating

‘ ‘ Teaching about volatile solvents
as drugs should not be included
in the mainstream drug education
curriculum.”

Bellhouse et al, 2000

If teachers believe these products are being misused
by their students, however, they are advised to tailor
specific programs, as

‘ ‘ a targeted-approach is acknowledged
to be best practice.”

SDERA, 2016

Others have recommended that a classroom
response to volatile substances

‘ ‘ should only be considered where there
is widespread use.”

Bellhouse et al, 2000

‘ ‘ In recent years, however, there have
been calls for this approach to be
reconsidered.”

MacLean, 2007; Maclean et al, 2023

Where there was once concern around potentially
alerting students to the misuse of these products,

it is now believed likely that in this era of widespread
social media access many are already well aware

of VSM. Messages provided across platforms

such as YouTube and Tik Tok are unlikely to be
balanced in relation to discussing potential harms
and, instead, focus primarily on intoxication.

As schools are advised not to include this issue in
drug education programs, these messages often
remain unchallenged. Providing information on the
risks associated with the misuse of these products
could be useful. There is also evidence from both the
US and UK suggesting that the education provided
in those countries has been effective in reducing
VSM-related deaths.

Prevention education in this area is important,
however, with research finding that the use of volatile
substances, even if experimental, is a predictor of a
heightened interest in drugs and future or existing
problematic drug use.

When the information provided is targeted and
appropriate, VSM prevention education can be
effective and not necessarily lead to increased
experimentation. A review of interventions for VSM >
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provided in regional North Queensland where few ‘ ‘ Examples of how health education
agencies were found to have engaged in prevention regarding the risks associated with
education on this issue for “fear of introducing inhalant use can benefit even the
the uninitiated into inhalant use” found that those most chronic users was evident in
services that did deliver education achieved the numbers of young women who
positive results. reported ceasing their inhalant use

when they were pregnant for fear of
the negative effects on their unborn
children ... Those services that
engaged in preventative education
campaigns were careful to present
information in relation to the general
dangers of handling hazardous
substances.”

Karam, Sinclair & Rackstraw, 2014
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