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Random drug-testing of schoolchildren
Requesting children and young people to provide urine samples as part of a school-based
random drug-testing programme is commonplace within the United States but relatively
rare within the United Kingdom. However, in 2004 both the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and
the Leader of the Opposition, Michael Howard, expressed support for such testing as a
way of reducing illegal drug use among pupils: this high profile political support may make
the practice increasingly common in the UK. This study, by Neil McKeganey, Professor of
Drug Misuse Research at Glasgow University, reviews the ethics and practicalities of such
testing and considers its likely effectiveness. He found:
■

There is a dearth of high quality studies evaluating the impact of school-based random drugtesting programmes. It is therefore very difficult to be clear about the impact such programmes
may have both on pupils’ levels of drug use and on other aspects of their education.

■

Such testing will pick up only a small – and clearly random – selection of pupils. Occasional
use of cannabis is the most common form of drug use among pupils. Random testing therefore
seems unlikely to be effective in getting early support for pupils using illegal drugs.

■

Random drug-testing programmes raise a wide range of concerns. These include:
■ costs, which can vary widely depending on the approach;
■ ethical issues, such as who to test, getting informed consent, observation of tests and
confidentiality of results;
■ the responses of both school and pupils to a positive drug test;
■ the risk that some pupils may switch from more easily detectable ‘soft’ drugs to ‘harder’
drugs that are more difficult to trace; and
■ the possible undermining of trust between staff and pupils.

■

It is difficult to judge how widely programmes will be developed in the UK. There is currently no
government funding for testing; however, already one state school within England has developed
a programme of drug testing and it is conceivable that other schools may follow.

■

The researcher concludes that developing random drug-testing procedures would be
controversial and ethically complex with, at present, very little clear positive evidence of
effectiveness. He recommends that the UK avoid the ad hoc proliferation of testing programmes
until there is clear evidence of their effectiveness obtained on the basis of rigorous and
independent research.
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may be reluctant to disclose such details as a result of
what they may see as a testing programme that has been
unfairly imposed upon them. In the event that the trust
between staff and pupils were diminished as a result of
an imposed drug-testing programme, pupils may be less
likely to disclose other concerns they may have to staff.

JRF findings 2005

Punishment

Attraction of a negative test result

Whilst the theory of drug-testing is often framed in terms
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Concerns about confidentiality include who should
be informed about an individual’s test results, how
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such results may be stored, over what time period the
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randomly testing pupils, an equally strong case can be
made for testing school staff since they clearly play an
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important role within schools. It is likely that both individual
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school staff members and their representative bodies

should be imposed upon pupils and also what to do in
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circumstances where pupils or their parents/guardians
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withhold consent for pupils to be tested. It is not at all
clear that a programme of random drug-testing of pupils
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would be judged to be congruent either with the UN

Where drug-testing programmes are used within criminal

Charter on the Rights of the Child or the European Charter

justice or drug treatment settings there is often a
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requirement to observe the production of a urine sample
correspond to the named individual. Within a school

The likely development of programmes
in the UK

setting such observation would ordinarily be judged as

It is difficult to judge the likelihood of such programmes

intrusive and, in some cases, as a violation of individual

being widely developed within the UK. Despite

human rights.

supportive comments from senior politicians, there has

to ensure that the sample being tested does indeed

been no central government funding allocated to such
programmes. This situation contrasts with that within the
US where substantial federal funds have been allocated
to drug-testing programmes in schools; as a result, such
programmes have been widely developed.
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Conclusion

About the project

Developing random drug-testing procedures within UK

The researcher was Neil McKeganey, Professor of

schools would be an ethically complex and controversial

Drug Misuse Research at the University of Glasgow.

measure for which at present there is very little clear

The study involved reviewing the guidance on drug-

positive evidence of effectiveness. In the light of this it

testing programmes within UK schools provided by

would seem preferable to avoid the ad hoc proliferation of

the Department of Education and Skills, assessing the

random drug-testing programmes until such time as there

available research evidence on the impact of school

are clear data on effectiveness available. Where random

based drug-testing programmes, considering the theory

drug-testing schemes are being piloted there is a need

underpinning school based drug-testing and looking at the

to evaluate their impact rigorously and independently.

ethics and the practicalities of drug-testing pupils.

Such evaluations would need to be undertaken on a
large enough sample of schools to control for possible
confounding variables that might influence the level of
drug use within individual schools. Evaluative research
in this area would also need to consider the possible
impact of a drug-testing programme on young peoples’
wider educational experience. Finally, it will be important
to monitor the development of school-based drug-testing
programmes within the UK in order to identify any increase
in drug-testing and in the development of different testing
regimes within local schools.
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