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Most classroom teachers are not AOD specialists 
and asking them to deal with complex issues such 
as a student who is misusing volatile substances 
is not appropriate. Teachers are, however, on the 
frontline and in a position where they can develop 
ongoing relationships with students. As a result, they 
can readily identify atypical behaviour and recognise 
when students may be experiencing difficulties in 
other parts of their lives.

If VSM is identified, it is vital that the school’s policy 
around Incident Management is followed and the 
student is referred to the appropriate staff member. 
All school staff have a role to play in identifying and 

raising issues around AOD use, including the misuse 
of volatile substances. Responding to specific 
incident and management when it has been identified 
must be conducted by staff who have the appropriate 
training and skills.

Most importantly, if a student is suspected to 
have recently misused volatile substances, 
they should be approached with caution. 
Student safety around VSM is promoted by 
keeping them calm. To surprise, startle or 
cause them to run away can increase the risk of 
Sudden Sniffing Death.

Unfortunately, as with all drug use, there are very 
few clear signs or symptoms that can directly link 
to the misuse of these products. Many observed 
behavioural changes often put forward as warning 
signs of potential teen AOD use may in fact be due to 
other causes and factors. It is important not to jump 
to conclusions without checking the facts – overall 
action should be taken carefully and quickly, but 
not rushed.

VSM is unique due to the nature of the products and 
how they are misused, e.g. chemical products with 
unique smells that are inhaled through the mouth 
or nose. As a result, there are a number of specific 
physical signs that could indicate potential VSM. 
These include the following:

	■ Paint or stains on body or clothing 

	■ Spots or sores around the mouth 

	■ Red or runny eyes or nose

	■ Chemical breath smell or unusual odour 
on clothing

Due to the relatively short-acting effects of these 
products some of the more obvious signs of recent 
misuse are only apparent for a brief time. Many of the 
behavioural changes associated with VSM may be 
subtle and only be observed by others over a period 
of weeks or months.

Although VSM is associated with problems in school 
such as failing grades, chronic absences and general 
apathy, teachers should note that these can also 
be naturally occurring features of adolescence for 
some young people. Physical signs or changes in 
behaviour that may be related to VSM could include:

	■ Drunk, dazed or dizzy appearance 

	■ Nausea and headaches

	■ Loss of appetite

	■ Anxiety, excitability, irritability 

	■ Mood swings

Many of these are more likely to be identified in 
those who misuse these products regularly over a 
long period of time. VSM is predominantly a passing 
phase: most adolescents who experiment with 
inhalable products do so only a few times and rarely 
move on to regular or problematic use. Few school 
students are regular, chronic users. As a result, it 
is the specific physical signs associated with the 
misuse of these products that classroom teachers 
are more likely to observe.
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