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AEROSOLS

PLEASE NOTE: These activities should only be used with those young people who have been exposed to
volatile substance misuse (VSM), i.e. they are misusing these products themselves or are associating with
others who do.

SCOTT’S STORY

Scott and his best mate, Max, were sitting on a
bench in the corner of the local park. The two
14-year-olds were waiting for friends and it was
starting to get dark. Finally, they saw Ben and his
girlfriend, Milla enter the park. They were with
another slightly older guy that Scott didn’t know,
as well as a girl who looked like she was with
Milla. Scott didn’t like Ben that much, he was a
bit of a bully, but he was more Max’s friend so he
put up with him hanging around sometimes.

Ben announced he’d brought something with
him. He opened the backpack he’d been
wearing and took out a plastic bag. Inside were
three aerosol cans. Milla immediately told him
she wasn’t interested and wanted to go home.
Scott was confused. He couldn’t understand
what Ben was planning to do and why his
girlfriend became so upset about it.

The couple started to argue and the other girl
grabbed Milla’s arm and suggested they leave.
The others, including Max, laughed and told
them to go if that’s what they wanted. Milla said
something about ‘sniffing’ and ‘dangerous’ and
walked away with her friend. Ben shouted at the
two girls as they left and then sat back down on
the bench. “She’s just upset because the last
time we did this she got sick”, he said to the
others. “She’d never sniffed before and she said
she’d never do it again.”

Scott then realised that Ben wanted them to
intentionally sniff the contents of the aerosol
cans. He’d heard about this but had never
done it. From where he was Scott could see a
couple of warning symbols on the side of the
can, including one that said something about
‘killing instantly’. He couldn’t read the rest but
that was enough to make him think that sniffing
the contents of the can didn’t sound like a good
idea. Unfortunately, he seemed to be the only
one who felt that way. Even Max, who he was
sure had never done this, appeared not to have
a problem with it.
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WHAT DO STUDENTS KNOW
(OR THINK THEY KNOW)?

Ben had brought three aerosol cans to the park and invited the group to sniff
the contents with him. Intentionally inhaling the contents of these products is
extremely dangerous.

Students should be given time to either read through the scenario or watch Video 2: Scott’s Story.
They should then write down at least 5 things they know about intentionally sniffing the contents of
aerosol cans.

Ensure that students know that it is okay if they do not know much about the issue. If they do not
feel confident sharing their ideas with others, ask them to wait quietly while others complete the
short task.

Of those students who do know something about the topic, teachers could use the following prompts
to assist them in putting together their list — ‘Why do people do it?’; ‘Does this activity have other
names?’; ‘What are the dangers?’

Each item should be written onto a separate post-it note and once completed, these should be put
onto a board. Once all have been collected, discuss what has been written and the general themes
and messages that have been raised. Take the time to challenge misinformation where appropriate.

Finally, ask students if they know anything about the warnings that Scott saw on the cans. Have they
seen such warnings and what do they say? Why are they there?

As these students have already been exposed to VSM, it is appropriate to acknowledge why these
products may be intentionally misused, i.e. to get a ‘high’ or intoxication. It is important, however,
that if these reasons for use are raised by students, teachers challenge those comments by
highlighting the potential dangers associated with this activity.

KEY MESSAGES FOR STUDENTS

Students should be guided to a general understanding of the following:
e Aerosols are included in a range of products that are called volatile substances (VS)

e \olatile substances, including aerosols, give off chemical vapors or fumes which some people
choose to intentionally inhale or ‘sniff’

e Some people sniff these products intentionally to get a *high’ or to achieve intoxication

e Most VS are ‘depressants’, slowing down activity in the central nervous system. Those who
sniff or inhale them may feel light-headed or drowsy, resulting in them finding it difficult to walk
or talk

e Deliberate inhaling or sniffing VS can cause serious injury or death

Even when used for their intended purpose, the fumes from some of these products can be harmful.
In those cases, manufacturers recommend that they are only to be used in well-ventilated spaces.
In addition, many of these products can be highly flammable.

Aerosols and other volatile substances have clear directions and warnings on their labels and
packaging. When used as directed - by carefully following the instructions - these items are safe
to use. When ‘misused’ or not used for their intended purpose, however, these products can be
extremely dangerous, with some containing toxic chemicals. These products were never meant to
be consumed.
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NOTES FOR TEACHERS

This activity should only be used with those young people who are misusing these products
themselves or are associating with others who do. As such, it can be used by teachers

to assess students’ knowledge of VSM. If there are only a small group of at-risk students
involved it may be appropriate to seek the assistance of health workers with appropriate
resourcing and expertise to work with them separately.

The scenario does not discuss a specific aerosol product the young people plan to misuse.

It also provides no detail on how the product in the cans is to be inhaled. Asking students to
discuss what they believe they know about VSM and the potential dangers associated with the
misuse of these products can help inform an appropriate response to the issue.

It is important that teachers are aware of the limits of their role, their responsibilities and
their expertise. Guiding classroom discussions in this area is likely to involve specialised
knowledge and it is therefore recommended that the support of personnel from external
agencies and organisations with appropriate training and expertise is sought. If such
assistance is engaged, teachers should continue to have a role in supporting their students.
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WARNING SIGNS ON AEROSOLS

When aerosol products are used as directed they are safe to use. If they are misused,
however, they can be extremely dangerous. Instructions on how to use the product
safely, as well as warnings signs highlighting potential dangers are provided on

the packaging.

Warning signs need to be simple and easy to understand. After students have ranked the examples
included on Worksheet 1 from 1-8 (1 being the most effective and 8 being the least effective), they
should identify features that are common across different signs, i.e. what design elements make them
more effective?

Some of these could include the following:

e colours used, i.e. primary colours, often red or yellow for background and black or white for
wording or symbols

* basic fonts used for wording, with large lettering
e as few words as possible

SOLVENT
ABUSE
CAN KILL
INSTANTLY

Scott noticed a warning sign on the aerosol can
that said something about ‘kill instantly’. Have any
of the students seen a warning like that on a
product? Show students the following warning:

e What do you think about this warning? What does it mean and is it easy to understand?
e Do you know what all of the words mean?

e  Which words don’t you understand? Do you think there are better words that could
have been used?

e What do you think of the design, i.e. the lightning bolts down the sides? Why do you
think they were used?

KEY MESSAGES FOR STUDENTS

Warning signs are included on many household products, including aerosol cans, to help ensure
they are used as safely as possible. These signs are included on labelling to provide important
information about the potential dangers associated with the misuse of the product.

When used as directed - by carefully following the instructions - these items are safe to use.
When ‘misused’ or not used for their intended purpose, however, these products can be
extremely dangerous, with some containing toxic chemicals. These products were never meant to
be consumed.

Aerosols are included in a range of products that are called volatile substances (VS).
These products give off chemical vapors or fumes which some people choose to intentionally
inhale or ‘sniff’. Deliberate inhaling or sniffing VS can cause serious injury or death.



N rug an cohol
DARTA FDlesgeal_':::'I:-\Ian:l1 1!raining
ACtiVity 2: Wﬁ{ Australia

NOTES FOR TEACHERS

This activity should only be used with those young people who are misusing these products
themselves or are associating with others who do. If there are only a small group of at-risk
students involved it may be appropriate to seek the assistance of health workers with
appropriate resourcing and expertise to work with them separately.

The scenario does not discuss a specific aerosol product the young people plan to misuse.

It also provides no detail on how the product in the cans is to be inhaled. Asking students to
discuss what they believe they know about VSM and the potential dangers associated with the
misuse of these products can help inform an appropriate response to the issue.

It is important that teachers are aware of the limits of their role, their responsibilities and
their expertise. Guiding classroom discussions in this area is likely to involve specialised
knowledge and it is therefore recommended that the support of personnel from external
agencies and organisations with appropriate training and expertise is sought. If such
assistance is engaged, teachers should continue to have a role in supporting their students.
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SUDDEN SNIFFING DEATH AND
SEEKING HELP

If Ben and his mates had sniffed the contents of the aerosol cans things could have gone
terribly wrong, including possible death. Sometimes people make foolish decisions when
they are with their friends. Knowing what to do in an emergency is important.

What are some of the dangers associated with intentionally sniffing the contents of an aerosol can?
Scott saw a warning about ‘killing instantly’, are there other risks?
Some of the potential dangers could include the following:

¢ They could lose consciousness and stop breathing

e They become dizzy and light-headed causing them to trip or fall and injure themselves

e They could end up with serious burns if the aerosol comes into contact with a flame

e They may have a heart attack

Ask students whether they have heard of ‘sudden sniffing death’. If they have, what do they know
about it? If they haven’t, what does the name suggest about the potential risks? Some key points
include the following:

® It occurs when the chemicals contained in the fumes in an aerosol product are intentionally
inhaled, causing an irregular and fast heartbeat. This can result in death within minutes

* It can happen the first time someone inhales the product
e Even young people who are completely healthy can die from sudden sniffing death

If something went wrong after one or more of the young men misused the product, how should the
others have responded?

e What would you do in this type of medical emergency, remembering that a person can
die in minutes?

e Would you call 000 and ask for an ambulance? Why/why not?

e  Why don’t some young people call 000? What are some of the barriers to them calling
for medical assistance?

Ask students if there were other choices made by the group that made this scenario even more
dangerous. Where and when they chose to misuse these products should be discussed, i.e. it was
getting dark and there was no-one else around and they were in the corner of a park where it may be
difficult for others to find them if they needed assistance.

e If you needed an ambulance the operator would need to know your location.
What would be some of the problems the young men would face being in a dark corner
of a park?

e  How could they best communicate to the operator where they were and how the
paramedics could find them?
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Introduce the Emergency+ app and discuss how
it can assist people to access medical assistance
as quickly as possible.

The Emergency+ app is a free app developed
by Australia’s emergency services and

their government and industry partners. emergencyplus
Further information and download can be found

at the following link:

https://www.emergencyplus.com.au

Emergency+ includes what3words functionality to assist in
identifying caller location for emergency services. When callers
need to report an emergency in hard-to-find locations, the
Emergency+ application gives them the option to tell emergency services their location, either in the
form of their closest street address, their GPS coordinates or their what3words address.

The what3words functionality is a quick and simple

way to communicate your precise location. The system W h O 't 3 W O rd S
has given every 3 square metres on earth a unique

three-word identifier: a what3words address. With this

available within Emergency+, 000 callers can confirm their exact location quickly and accurately using
just three words. Unlike street addresses, what3words addresses work offline, so can be used in
remote areas with poor data connection.

A new feature that assists with the what3words functionality is the ability for users of Emergency+ to
‘drop a pin’ to fix their location on the application’s map. This enhancement avoids changes in your
latitude and longitude co-ordinates or the what3word identifiers during the reporting of an emergency.

More information on ‘what3words’ can be found at the following
link: https://what3words.com/news/emergency/australian-emergency-services-accept-what3words

Calling 000 and asking for medical assistance immediately is vital if something goes wrong after
misusing aerosols or other volatile substances. Deaths can occur in minutes. You will need to let the
operator know your location when you call so they can find you quickly. Remind students that calling
for an ambulance does not mean that the police will also attend.

KEY MESSAGES FOR STUDENTS

‘Sudden sniffing death’ occurs when a person deliberately inhales the chemicals contained in the
fumes of one of these products and, as a result, it causes an irregular and fast heartbeat. This can
result in heart failure and death within minutes. Even young people who are completely healthy
can die from sudden sniffing death, with some dying the first time they misused a product.

If someone is experiencing the negative effects of VSM, as with any medical emergency,
000 should be called immediately. Worrying about ‘getting into trouble’ should not be a concern.

If you call 000 and ask for an ambulance, that is what you get — an ambulance and paramedics
who are there to help. Police do not routinely attend ambulance calls - they don’t even know the
call has been made. They only attend if the paramedics ask them to be there, usually because of
violence or another crime.

The ambulance service needs to know your location. If you are calling from a landline the operator
will have your address on their screen and pass that onto the attending paramedics. If you use a
mobile they will need to ask you for the town or state you are calling from.


https://www.emergencyplus.com.au
https://what3words.com/news/emergency/australian-emergency-services-accept-what3words
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The Emergency+ app can help you if you do not know your exact location when you call 000.
The app uses your GPS to give you a street address, or 3 words (‘what3words’) that help the
operator identify your location.

If paramedics arrive and ask what happened, your answers are confidential. Paramedics need to
know what they are dealing with as quickly as possible. When they do not have all the info their
job is made so much more difficult

NOTES FOR TEACHERS

This activity should only be used with those young people who are misusing these products
themselves or are associating with others who do. If there are only a small group of at-risk
students involved it may be appropriate to seek the assistance of health workers with
appropriate resourcing and expertise to work with them separately.

Although it can be used with young people involved with any form of VSM, if a teacher is aware
that it is specifically aerosols that are being misused, this activity could be particularly helpful.

Personal stories, particularly in relation to VSM, should not be encouraged. This not only
protects their personal privacy and the privacy of others but it also prevents students from
sharing stories that potentially glamorise risky behaviour. Ground rules need to be set where
students agree not to reveal personal information or share stories about others they may know.

The scenario does not discuss a specific aerosol product the young people plan to misuse.

It also provides no detail on how the product in the cans is to be inhaled. Best practice
recommends that teachers avoid naming specific products or brands involved in VSM, however,
as this activity is to be used with those already misusing these products it is likely that students
will name one or more of these during discussions. If specific products are named by students
acknowledge their input and then continue to refer to them as volatile substances or aerosols.

Teachers need to be aware of the limits of their role, their responsibilities and their
expertise. Such a response is likely to involve specialised knowledge and it is therefore
recommended that the support of personnel from external agencies and organisations with
appropriate training and expertise is sought. If such assistance is engaged, teachers should
continue to have a role in supporting their students.
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REFUSING PEER PRESSURE

Scott was in a really difficult situation. He was with a group of people, including his best
friend, who all wanted to do something he didn’t feel comfortable doing. When the girls left
after refusing to do what Ben had suggested, the others laughed at them and told them to
leave. How could Scott say ‘no’ and still save face?

Ask students to complete the questionnaire on Worksheet 3. Once they have finished, get them to
look back at the statements and circle those they believe are particularly difficult for teenagers to live
by. Discuss those that they chose to circle and their reasons for selecting them.

What are some of the reasons that young people take part in potentially risky activities?

Do teens sometimes make decisions because of pressure from their friends?
Why do you think this happens?

What activities could young people be pressured into doing by their friends?
Are there certain situations where teenagers face greater peer pressure?

When Scott was in the park would it have been easy for him to refuse to do what Ben suggested?
What could influence Scott’s decision to ‘give in’ and follow the others? Some answers could include:

Fear of non-acceptance, i.e. being rejected by friends

Being seen as afraid or frightened of taking part in an activity
Losing face in front of others

Fear of missing out

Are there things about this situation that makes it more difficult for Scott to say no to Ben?
Responses could include:

There was nowhere for Scott to go if he wanted to leave the situation — they were in a park
Scott thought Ben was a bully

One of the young men he was with was older

His best friend seemed like he wanted to do it

He’d seen how others had responded when the girls had refused

Do you think Scott would have said ‘no’? Why/why not?

If Scott didn’t want to succumb to peer pressure, there are strategies he could have used to assist
him to refuse Ben’s offer. These are called ‘refusal skills’ and can be grouped in the following way:

Be assertive — being clear and firm with a refusal

Make an excuse - these can be pre-prepared if a person knows they are likely to face
pressure or created in response to a particular situation

Give the ‘cold shoulder’ — when you need to get out of the situation entirely by walking away

Be a ‘broken record’ — repeat the same assertive response over and over if they continue to
face pressure by being asked the same question again

Use delaying tactics — putting the person off and delaying the situation until later
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Milla and her friend used some of these to make it clear to Ben that they weren’t interested in taking
part. Do you think it would have been easy for the girls to do what they did?

Using Worksheet 2, students should provide four different ways Scott could avoid doing what
Ben was suggesting. Students should choose four of the five refusal skills and for each one

(e.g. making an excuse) provide an example of what Scott could have said and done to respond to
Ben’s suggestion and refuse the offer (e.g. “I've got to be home soon.”).

Once students have completed their own worksheet, they can share their ideas with a partner and/or
a group and decide on the strategy they believe is the most practical and would be likely to be most
effective. These should then be shared with the class and discussed..

KEY MESSAGES FOR STUDENTS

There are benefits and disadvantages of belonging to a group. Friends are important but
sometimes the group’s behaviour may not be good for your own health and well-being and
you may find yourself under pressure to take part in activities that you do not or would not
normally do.

Identifying and developing your own refusal skills to manage peer pressure can help ensure your
safety if those around you choose to take part in risky activities.

NOTES FOR TEACHERS

This is not a VSM specific activity and can be used with any group of young people. It provides
students with the opportunity to discuss and reflect on how their decision-making skills can be
adversely affected by pressure from their peers.
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WARNING SIGNS

Here are some common warning signs. Which do you think is the most effective?

Rank them from 1-8, from 1 being the most effective and 8 being the least effective.

Identify and list some of their common features, i.e. what makes a warning
sign effective?

o

HAZARDOUS
CHEMICALS

AWARNING

J

FLAMMABLE
LIQUID

TOXIC
HAZARD

(d

WET
FLOOR

DANGER
High voltage

SOLVENT
ABUSE
CAN KILL
INSTANTLY

NO ENTRY

AUTHORISED
PERSONNEL ONLY

BEWARE
OF TRAFFIC
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GETTING OUT OF A SITUATION

What could Scott say or do to refuse what the others wanted to do and avoid the
potentially risky situation but still save face? Decide on four different options and then
identify what type of ‘refusal skill’ each involves and provide a brief outline of what
Scott would say and or do in each case.

WHAT COULD SCOTT HAVE SAID AND OR DONE TO AVOID THE
RISKY SITUATION?

TYPE OF REFUSAL TYPE OF REFUSAL

SKILL USED SKILL USED

TYPE OF REFUSAL TYPE OF REFUSAL

SKILL USED SKILL USED
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WHAT IS TRUE FOR YOU?

Read the following statements and mark whether each is true or false for you.

TRUE FALSE

1. 1 would take part in an activity that involved people |
didn’t know.

2. | would not cheat on a test, even if everyone else
was doing it.

3. | would speak out about something, even if others in
my group disagreed.

4. |feel comfortable saying ‘no’ to my friends if | don’t
want to do something.

5. If all of my friends were going to do something and
they told me it was safe, | would do it with them.

6. 1would feel comfortable getting a new haircut that
is different to everybody else’s in my group.

7. 1 would wear my favourite shirt to a party, even if
no-one else wears a shirt like it.

8. |like to meet people who are different from me.

9. | would not lie for a friend, even if they asked me to.

10. If everyone stopped talking to one of our group,
| would still be friends with them.




