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With reports of at least one death linked to vaping and dozens of cases of ﬂsack to Story
teens and young adults recently hospitalized, school leaders are starting the

new academic year even more anxious about the “epidemic” of e-cigarettes.

They are vowing to intensify prevention and treatment,

Many administrators were caught flat-footed as the vaping trend started to
take off several years ago—including stealth use of the sleek products in
class—and tried to stem the problem with a hodgepodge of approaches,
from strict zero-tolerance policies that came with mandatory suspensions
for students caught vaping or with vaping paraphernalia on campus, to
programs that teach high school and middle school students the dangers of

vaping.

But educators had already started to reconsider their disciplinary approach
before the rash of new medical concerns.

At Arrowhead Union High School in Hartland, Wis., about 27 miles from

Milwaukee, administrators installed devices in the bathrooms over the summer that detect vaping and automatically
send email alerts to the associate principal. And high school students trained in prevention education will be deployed
to the middle schools to talk to younger students about the dangers of vaping, according to Principal Gregg Wieczorek.

"I would rather convince a kid to not start, than to ever have to convince them to stop," Wieczorek said.

The Boulder County, Colo., district has moved from letting individual schools decide how to handle such incidents to
developing a community-wide approach that now stresses prevention efforts, including education for students about
the risks and how to make good decisions, and informational parent nights that feature the county's public health
department, law enforcement, local doctors, and experts. They are also working with local physicians to ask screening
questions during regular check-ups.

About 33 percent of Boulder Valley high school students vape.

The district is backing a series of measures before the Boulder City Council that would ban the sale of flavored nicotine
and tobacco products, increase the minimum age to buy nicotine and tobacco products from 18 to 21, and push a
voter-approved city sales tax on such products.

"It's really much more of a coordinated community effort,"” said Stephanie Faren, the director of health services at the
Boulder Valley school district. "[W]hether it's parents, or providers, or community businesses, we want to do what's
best for the youth in our community. We have to think about this rationally and thoughtfully and we have to put
something together that's coordinated and collaborative."

It's a tricky balance for school districts as they weigh sending a strong message to students that vaping and nicotine
use will not be tolerated on campus, while also recognizing that students need help to understand the potential health
consequences and available treatment options if they become addicted.

Looming Health Effects

Educators and health experts worry about the long-term effects of nicotine on students' developing brains. And there
are added concerns in states where marijuana has been legalized that students may now have easier access to the
drug, which can be used with easily concealed vape devices. Educators are not as likely fooled by the products as they
were a few years ago, but still feel they are playing catchup.

"It's been a challenge for us administratively in all of education, and it's a challenge in society," said J. Eric Diener,
the principal of Eisenhower High School in Yakima, Wash., where tobacco or marijuana use more than doubled
between 2017 and 2019 and the confiscation of illegal devices like vapes went from just four in the 2017-18 school
year to 36 in 2018-19.
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Experts agree that vaping is harmful to students' bodies and brains. There are toxic chemicals and metals in many e-
cigarettes, and vaping can cause respiratory issues, and potentially cardiovascular problems, and even seizures. The
nicotine itself is much more concentrated in e-cigarettes than traditional ones.

"Nicotine will actually alter the structure of a developing brain, and we have no idea what that will do in the long run,"
said Robert Klesges, a professor at the University of Virginia Cancer Center. "[A]ll the adverse health consequences
that we know about in e-cigarettes are short-term health consequences, and it will be 30 to 40 years before we know
how dangerous e-cigarettes are."

But many teens are not aware of the hazards of vaping. Sixty-six percent of teens believe their e-cigarettes contain
just flavoring, according to the National Institute on Drug Abuse.

"They may not know that they contain harmful substances such as nicotine, lead, and cancer-causing chemicals," said
Ashley Merianos, an associate professor at the University of Cincinnati. "They have been marketed to youth as fun
[with] cool flavors such as bubble gum or candy."

Counseling vs. Fear Tactics

Another thing that has health and addiction researchers worried is that a significant number of teenagers who start
vaping—30 percent according to the National Institute on Drug Abuse—progress to traditional cigarettes within six
months. "We don't know why exactly," said Alison Breland, a research professor in Virginia Commonwealth University's
psychology department.

But scaring students off that path doesn't work, said Faren.

"I am a firm believer that fear tactics [like] 'If you do this, you are going to be doing heroin next week.' Kids ... they'll
just laugh at you," said Faren.

For Merianos, who specializes in adolescent substance use prevention, education and counseling, at least in conjunction
with discipline, are important tools.

"The reason why is, if students are suspended and they aren't being educated, I'm not sure if they're not going home
and Juuling, for example, if their parents are off at work," she said.

But educating today's teens on the harmful effects of vaping may be more complicated than that of regular cigarettes
and chewing tobacco—which are unequivocally bad for everyone. E-cigarettes are generally believed to be better than
smoking regular cigarettes for adults, and as a pathway to quitting. That contradiction—that e-cigarettes are bad for
some but may be good for others—makes messaging around e-cigarettes difficult, say Klesges and Breland.

Parents are key allies and have to set the tone at home that there’s a zero-tolerance policy for drugs, school officials
say.

“This is not a one-time lecture and then it’s done,” Wieczorek said. “This has got to be ongoing, because kids are
going to be tempted. Kids do what their friends do, we know that.”

After hearing from principals that they need help dealing with “blatant” incidents of vaping, including an instance
where students had videotaped themselves vaping on campus, the Horry County school district in South Carolina will
have a mandatory three to five days out-of-school suspension for the first offense if they are found with e-cigarettes
or smoking-related devices.

Tobacco violations in the district, which include using e-cigarettes, more than doubled over two academic years,
jumping from 427 incidents in the 2017-18 school year to 1,030 in the one recently completed.

“They [principals] wanted more teeth” to the policy, “and a little bit more flexibility,” said Lisa Bourcier, a district
spokeswoman, who added that education and cessation have always been part of the district's response.

And last month, Florida's Hillsborough school district and the sheriff's office launched a public service campaign called
"pPut Down The Pen" to urge students to stop vaping. It highlights some of the consequences they could face if they
are caught.

In addition to suspension, students face a possible felony charge if the liquid in the vape pen includes a banned
substance like tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), an ingredient in cannabis.

"We want to educate them so that all of the students know the discipline they may face in school, but, also if it rises
to the level, how it can affect their futures if law enforcement gets involved," Hillsborough spokeswoman Tanya Arja
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said.

But not all educators think that heavily punitive measures like suspension RELATED BLOG
alone are the right way to deal with this issue. ;

An examination
of school culture
and student well-being

Diener, the principal in Yakima, Wash., also tried a largely punitive RUI'ES FOR
approach: mandatory suspensions, locking bathrooms students congregated ENGAGEMENT
in, and setting up an anonymous tip line for students to report others who
had vapes or who were selling them on campus.

In the Arrowhead district in Wisconsin, for example, even the threat of
being suspended from school sports did not prevent athletes from vaping on
campus.

Visit this blog.

"I do believe that that system is not effective," said Diener, who noted that suspensions did not reduce the number of
vape-related incidents in his school as it had with fighting and other infractions. "We need to look at how we educate
our kids at a younger age and how we get them help and treatment."

This fall, he plans to work with the district's drug and alcohol counselor to help students who are addicted get
treatment, including connecting them to off-campus facilities if necessary. He will also focus more on parent and
student education. And the harms of vaping will be included in the school's advisory course, which generally focuses
on helping students prepare for life after high school.

"If you are not healthy, you are not going to meet your goals after high school," Diener said.

Parent Support Needed

That's the kind of comprehensive approach that Faren and school nurse Elizabeth Blackwell have been developing in
Boulder Valley over the last two years.

When Blackwell started as a nurse at Fairview High School, she was met with an "explosion of vaping incidents" and a
dean who wanted to know what they were going to do about it.

They started with informational letters to parents—a simple but important step because many parents did not know
about the prevalence of vaping, were not talking to their children about vaping, or did not know the most effective

ways to do so.

They organized professional development for nurses, school counselors, and teachers. A lot of it was simple and basic,
such as explaining the types of devices, how students are able to conceal them, and the vocabulary that students use.
But they also delved into the health effects and how to refer students for treatment.

At the time, Fairview had a three-day out of school suspension policy for students caught with e-cigarettes.

Blackwell introduced a screening, intervention, and referral program to reduce the time students were out of school.
Suspensions for nicotine infractions were moved to Saturday school, and students were able to take an online course
to learn about nicotine products and addiction.

Students were not always receptive or were dismissive of the concerns over vaping.

That start at Fairfield evolved into a collaborative district approach to develop both prevention and awareness
strategies that included the school community and the city.

This spring the prevention program was expanded to the elementary school level, where students are taught about
making good decisions, how to question advertising for e-cigarettes, and how to say no to vaping.

"There is a perceived notion that that risk is less than ... 'snorting cocaine or heroin,”™ Blackwell said. Students argue,
'Yes, I am young, and yes, I know there are dangers associated [with it], but I get to make my own choices.' "

But it was from students that they learned that high school is too late to start talking about vaping, and that parents
were not talking about it at home.

It will be another year before Boulder Valley obtains data from the Healthy Kids Colorado Survey to know the full
impact of their efforts. But they are confident that their collaborative approach with the city and community groups is

having an impact.
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"Certainly the amount of awareness for staff and the teachers and the students and the parents increased from when
we started," Blackwell said. "I do think that knowledge is power, and I do think that information is important.”

Coverage of whole-child approaches to learning is supported in part by a grant from the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative.
Education Week retains sole editorial control over the content of this coverage.
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