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Abstract 

The aim of this research study is to evaluate the teacher perspective of the effectiveness 

and relevance of substance misuse education as part of the SPHE curriculum, and to provide an 

insight into the challenges facing schools in implementing substance misuse education.  

 Recent National research (DES 2014, Delaney 2014) has indicated the need for updated 

resources and training for teachers delivering substance misuse education. As part of this 

research a number of recommendations were made with an aim to improve support for SPHE 

teachers in their delivery of substance misuse education. Despite this, there has been very little 

research conducted in the past six years and policy has remained much the same. European and 

National research indicates that Ireland is facing an increase in substance use amongst young 

people – and at a higher rate than their European counterparts. (Keane et. al 2014, ESPAD 2015, 

ESRI 2016, HRB 2019a. HRB 2019b)  

 This study adopted an interpretivist paradigm and semi structured interviews were used to 

collect the experiences of SPHE teachers delivering substance misuse education. The use of this 

approach allowed for the generation of data which captured the lived realities of SPHE teachers 

involved in delivering substance misuse education.   

 The research findings demonstrate that the issues around lack of resources and training 

that were identified in 2014 still persist in the present day. The Guidance Counsellor plays an 

important role in supporting the SPHE teacher in the implementation of substance misuse 

education and in particular in assisting in accessing external resources. The findings also 

highlight issues around the provision of SPHE as a Senior Cycle subject. Finally, the findings 

indicate that social media and its potential impact on substance misuse is an emerging challenge 

for SPHE teachers. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 

1.0 Introduction  

This chapter will provide a background and justification for this research study. There will be 

a focus on the relevance of this study to the theory and practice of Guidance Counselling. The 

researcher’s positionality will be presented. The overall aims and objectives of the study will be 

outlined and finally the research methods and methodologies used will be outlined. 

1.1 Background and Justification for the Research Study  

This study is grounded in the teacher experience of implementing S.P.H.E substance 

misuse education. The Guidance Counsellor plays an important role in promoting the personal 

and social development as part of a whole school approach. The SPHE department is central in 

promoting personal and social development in the school as outlined by the NCGE in their whole 

school guidance framework. (2017) It is important that SPHE teachers are supported in their 

implementation of substance misuse education as this is an important factor of personal and 

social development. There has been a significant change in trends in drug use in Ireland in recent 

years. Recent Irish studies have indicated that the number of young people using substances, and 

in particular illegal drugs, has increased. In a meta-analysis of substance use in Ireland from 

2002 to 2015, carried out by the Health Research Board, it was found that the use of illegal 

substances in a sample of 15 to 24 year olds increased from 12.7% in 2002/2003 to 18.7% in 

2014/2015. (Health Research Board 2019a) As a Guidance Counsellor one must be aware of the 

increase in substance use and its implications for wellbeing. 

 According to the HBSC study, the most prevalent substance used amongst 13 to 17 year 

olds is alcohol with 51% of 13 – 17 year olds having used it at least once. (Keane et. al 2014) A 

study which examined drug trends in Ireland from 2005 to 2015 found that young people, aged 

from 12 to 17, had easier access to drugs than their European counterparts. (Bates 2017) In the 

Growing Up in Ireland study it was found that 31% of 17-18 year olds in Ireland had used 

Cannabis, of which 8% were considered regular users. (ESRI 2016)  The research indicates that 

there has been an increase in the number of young people using substances and they are more 
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readily available and this study aims to investigate if teachers feel that this is reflected in the 

current policy and provision of substance misuse education as part of the S.P.H.E curriculum. 

The Guidance Counsellor plays a key role in the effective implementation of the SPHE 

curriculum as part of the whole school approach to guidance. It is important that both the 

Guidance Counsellor and the SPHE Department are equipped to deliver effective and relevant 

substance misuse education.  

There is a clear link between substance use in teenage years and increased risk of 

substance use in early adult years. In a 2013 US based study it was found that substance use in 

adolescence was an indicator of problematic use in early adulthood. (Piehlar et. al 2013) Schools 

play a role in the prevention of problematic substance use in later life. Ireland has experienced a 

rise in drug related problems in the adult population in recent years. A worrying statistic is the 

71% increase in drug related deaths in Ireland between 2002 and 2016 with cocaine related 

deaths seeing a dramatic increase of 95%. (Health Research Board 2019 b) The importance of 

substance misuse education for young people is highlighted from the research and statistics and 

this provides a rationale for an investigation into the teacher experience of substance misuse 

education.  

In the context of Guidance Counselling the S.P.H.E teacher plays an important part of the 

whole school framework for the provision of guidance counselling services. As part of the 

NCGE Whole School Guidance Framework (2017) the SPHE teacher plays an important role in 

personal and social development and wellbeing. Substance misuse education is an important tool 

in contributing to personal development and wellbeing. The Action Plan for Education 2017 

highlights the importance of SPHE teachers and guidance counsellors availing of continued 

professional development to build their capacity to deliver substance use education. (Department 

of Education 2017) The Guidance Counsellor has an important role in ensuring that substance 

misuse education is delivered effectively as part of the school curriculum. Research by Trutz and 

Pratschke (2010) comparing Irish school attendees and early school leavers shows higher levels 

of substance misuse among young people who are out of school or who are in alternative 

education.  This study aims to explore the current teacher experience of substance misuse 

education and its effectiveness and relevance in light of the increase in substance use amongst 

young people. 
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1.2 Researchers Positionality in the Study  

Cohen et al., (2011) point out the importance of researchers specifying their role within the 

context of a research study. Thomas (2013) points to the particular importance of a research 

stating their position in intrepretivist research in order to assure the validity of the study by 

recognizing their own bias and assumptions through reflexivity. I have worked as an SPHE 

teacher for five years and have delivered substance misuse education. I work as a teacher in one 

of the research schools included in the study and I have been appointed to the role of Guidance 

Counsellor in that school beginning September 2020.  

1.3 Aims and Objectives  

The overall aim of this study is to evaluate the teacher perception of the effectiveness of 

substance misuse education on the SPHE curriculum and explore its relevance to students. The 

study will focus on the teacher experience of delivering substance misuse education and evaluate 

the pedagogy around substance misuse. The objectives of this study are; 

● to examine the level of education that students are receiving on substance misuse 

in SPHE classes.  

● to explore the teacher perception of the current provision of resources, supports 

and CPD available to SPHE teachers. 

● to make elicit the challenges faced by SPHE teachers in implementing SPHE 

education.   

● To investigate the teacher perception of the students response to substance 

misuse education. 

1.4 Research Methodology and Methods  

This study is grounded in epistemological philosophy and takes an intrerpretivist approach. The 

qualitative approach is based in the epistemological paradigm of interpretivism. It is founded in 

the belief that knowledge is perceived in a subjective way. (Thomas 2013b) This study will use 

semi structured interviews to collect data.  
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1.5 Thesis Plan  

Chapter One: Introduction 

Chapter one outlines the background and justification of the research study. The 

positionality of the researcher, the aim and objectives of the research, methodology used, and an 

outline of the dissertation are also discussed. 

 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This chapter provides a critique of the literature relating to theory, policy and practice on 

substance misuse education and SPHE.  

 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

The methodology chapter describes the research questions and underlying paradigm used in the 

research design. It discusses the sample, data collection and analysis methods, validity, 

reliability, reflexivity and finally, the ethical considerations involved. 

 

Chapter Four: Data Analysis and Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from the data analysis and outlines the overarching themes and 

subsequent subthemes that emerged. 

 

Chapter Five: Discussion 

The discussion chapter presents a critical analysis of the primary data in the context of the 

literature review in Chapter Two. It outlines the implications of the key findings in relation to the 

research questions outlined in Chapter 3.  

 

Chapter Six: Conclusion 

This chapter concludes this research study presenting conclusions within the context of the aim 

and objectives of this study. An overview of the findings and the strengths and limitations of the 

study are presented. Recommendations are outlined for policy, practice and research.  
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2. Literature Review 

2.0 Introduction 

The aim of this review is to critically evaluate the literature on substance misuse 

education in post primary schools with a particular focus on the Irish context.  Substance misuse 

can be defined as       “… any taking of a drug which harms or threatens to harm the physical or 

mental health or social well-being of an individual or other individuals or society at large, or 

which is illegal” (Mental Health Ireland 2019) The literature review consists of an evaluation of 

policy at both national and European levels, the current curriculum and framework for the 

implementation of SPHE, relevant studies relating to substance misuse and substance misuse 

education in Ireland and journals focused on substance misuse education. There is also reference 

to adolescent development theory as this plays an important part in understanding substance 

misuse amongst young people. This study aims to identify the teacher perception of substance 

misuse education and as such it is important that the policy and theory that underpin it are 

identified and evaluated. The issue of substance misuse education has been debated in Ireland in 

recent years and there has been a response from the Department of Education and Skills and the 

Department of Health. They have provided recommendations and resources to support substance 

misuse education in 2016 and 2019, both of which are examined below. There have been studies 

carried out into teacher and student perception of substance misuse education in Ireland in 2008 

and 2014 respectively and both are evaluated as part of this review.  

 

2.1 Policy and Curriculum 

In order to identify the policy which has impacted substance misuse education it is 

important to examine the background to the current policy. The Department of Education and 

Skills published the document Guidelines for Developing a School Substance Use Policy in 

2002. (DES 2002) This document set out the guidelines for the education system to respond to, 

what it describes as, a challenge to health and wellbeing for young people and a reality of 

growing up in Ireland. The policy briefly mentions education on substance misuse and describes 
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it as best delivered in a ‘supportive whole school environment’ (DES 2002 p. 7). The guidelines 

are vague on the implementation and timetabling of substance misuse education. The document 

was influenced by the 1999 European School Survey Project on Alcohol and other Drugs which 

highlighted that the prevalence of alcohol, tobacco and drug use amongst 16 year olds in Ireland 

was above average when compared to the other 29 countries in the report. (ESPAD 1999) At the 

time alcohol and tobacco use was the biggest concern and this informed policy and curriculum 

provision with an emphasis on alcohol and tobacco use. The SPHE curriculum began to roll out 

in 2000 with a module devoted to substance misuse education. The initial guidelines were vague 

in their description of substance misuse education.  

The current SPHE curriculum was published in 2000. The curriculum provides a 

substance use module in each year of the Junior and Senior Cycle and this is reflected in the 

available SPHE textbooks. The guidelines provide resources for implementing alcohol, tobacco 

and drug information (NCCA 2000). Research indicates that as a whole the SPHE curriculum 

has been well received in schools (O’ Higgins, Galvin and Kennedy 2008). It plays an important 

role in promoting personal development in schools. However the SPHE curriculum covers many 

areas concerning personal development and research suggests that teachers have encountered 

difficulties with the implementation of elements of the SPHE curriculum. A 2008 qualitative 

study involving 92 SPHE teachers on the teacher perception of substance abuse in Irish schools 

concluded that substance misuse education in schools was not implemented in a uniform manner 

and teachers cited lack of appropriate training, role ambiguity and timetabling and resource 

constraints as areas of concern in the provision of substance misuse education (Van Hout 2008). 

This is mirrored in a 2007 study of the implementation of SPHE carried out in 12 schools across 

Ireland. From the teacher perspective it was found that the quality of SPHE varied from school to 

school and the implementation of SPHE, the continuation of teachers across Junior and Senior 

Cycle  and the training and resources available largely depended on the value that was placed on 

the subject at management level (O’ Higgins, Galvin and Kennedy 2008).The area of role 

ambiguity would suggest that teachers of SPHE in this study were not clear on their role in the 

implementation of substance misuse education. The research would also suggest that the 

timetabling and allocation of SPHE teachers was disorganised. It is important to point out that 

both studies are outdated and training and resources have been updated and the teacher 

perception in 2020 will likely be different. 
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2.2 Current Trends in Substance Misuse amongst Adolescents 

Since the initial implementation of the SPHE curriculum there has been a significant change in 

the nature of substance misuse amongst adolescents. The focus on the reduction of alcohol and 

tobacco use in teenagers appears to have had an impact. Recent research would suggest that there 

has been a decrease in frequent alcohol use amongst adolescents. It is important to note however, 

as highlighted above, that research indicates it is still the most prevalent substance used amongst 

adolescents. (Keane et.al 2014) The frequency of use has seen a decrease. In the 2015 ESPAD 

report, alcohol use within the last 30 days amongst 13 to 17 year olds had decreased by 28% 

since 1999. (Taylor et. al 2016) Drug use appears to be following a different trend. The Growing 

Up in Ireland study shows that between 2002 and 2015, amongst 15 – 24 year olds, cannabis use 

had increased by 11%, ecstasy use had increased by 3.9% and cocaine use had increased by 

3.2%. This would indicate that there are an increasing number of young people being exposed to 

illicit substance use. Overall almost 1 in 5 (18.7 %) of young people surveyed had used an illegal 

drug. This was the highest rate in any of the age groups surveyed. (ESRI 2016) The figures 

would suggest that there are an increasing number of young people in Ireland using drugs. It is 

important that we evaluate the provision of substance misuse education in the context of the 

increased numbers of young people exposed to drugs.  

 

2.3 Substance Misuse Education in Schools 

It would appear that the global shift in substance misuse prevention and treatment has 

informed this strategy and Ireland is moving towards a model of support and positive action 

where substance abuse is viewed as a symptom of wider personal and social issues. If the schools 

community is to respond to the changes in substance use it is important that they are supported 

with training and resources. It is clear that there the vast majority of schools in Ireland are 

providing substance misuse education. In the action plan it is also highlighted that ‘The 2015 

Life Skills Survey (forthcoming) indicates that more than 90% of schools provide their students 

with information on alcohol and drug misuse through SPHE and other means and that 95% of 

post-primary schools have, or are progressing, a substance abuse policy’ (DOH 2016). If we 
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examine this statement it indicates that as recently as 2015 up to 10% of schools may not have 

been providing substance misuse education. The term ‘other means’ needs to be explored further 

to establish the types of resources and supports teachers are using in the delivery of substance 

misuse education. This term would indicate that there is a varied approach to substance misuse 

education at a national level.  

  

2.5 Student Perception of Substance Misuse Education 

In a study conducted in 2014, the Department of Education and Skills assigned a 

Working Group to examine the current state of substance misuse education as part of the SPHE 

curriculum. The report highlighted areas of concern in relation to the student experience of 

substance misuse education. As part of the survey on students they invited responses to: “I have 

learned what I need to know about alcohol and drugs in this school/centre”. Here, 38% Junior 

Cycle, 63% of Senior Cycle, and 87% of Youthreach students agreed with the statement. (DES 

2014) It is interesting that the students in Youthreach indicated a far higher level of satisfaction 

with their experience of substance misuse education. It suggests that there is more of a focus on 

this type of education in the Youthreach setting. The low figures from Junior Cycle sample are a 

cause for concern as the research outlined above indicates young people in Ireland between 13 

and 17 are exposed to more drugs than their European counterparts. (ESRI 2016)  Many students 

at Junior Cycle fall into this age bracket. It was found that 55% of students had first experienced 

substance misuse education in 2nd year in school. (Delaney 2014) Looking at the research it is 

possible that students at this age have already been exposed to substances. Young people are 

exposed to substances at a much earlier age and substance misuse education needs to respond to 

this. 

As part of the same study (DES 2014) 52% of students said that they would rather guest 

speakers as part of substance misuse education. Students’ experience of the methodology used to 

deliver substance misuse education was mainly didactic with workbooks and worksheets being 

the most common method of delivery. The literature and policy has indicated that teachers 

should move away from the information giving method of substance misuse education but this 

research would suggest that students are still experiencing this in SPHE classes. This may be an 



9 
 

issue related to the availability of resources and training, timetabling and teacher provision of 

SPHE. The importance of substance misuse education has been highlighted by students and the 

research is concerning as it indicates that there is not a consistent approach to the delivery of 

substance misuse education and 62% of students at Junior Cycle do not feel satisfied with the 

substance misuse education they received. This statistic indicates the need for an evaluation of 

the current resources and training available to teachers of SPHE at Junior Cycle. The study was 

in line with previous research that confirmed the importance of substance misuse education with 

86% of students surveyed agreeing it was important or very important as part of their health and 

wellbeing. (Delaney 2014) 

 

2.5 Resources and Supports Available to SPHE Teachers 

The Working Group also found that the resources available to teachers were outdated and 

stated that ‘updating On My Own Two Feet will not, of itself, be an adequate response to the 

needs identified in the consultation and the research review.’ (DES 2014, p.7) This may be an 

explanation for the students’ experiences of didactic methodologies. This research would suggest 

that there has is a need for an updating of materials, resources and continuous professional 

development (CPD) available to teachers. There have been localised and nationalised 

programmes aimed at addressing this issue and supporting schools. The Lets Learn About Drugs 

and Alcohol Together Programme was rolled out in 2012 in the Midwest region of Ireland and is 

an example of a positive resource to support SPHE teachers. (Power 2014) The programme 

supports Guidance Counselors and SPHE teachers and links with outside agencies and parents. 

Unfortunately this is a regionalised programme. This highlights the varied level of support and 

resources available to SPHE teachers in different regions. More recently SPHE has been 

designated as a short course as part of the new Junior Cycle framework. (NCCA 2012) This 

raises the concern that SPHE class time will be reduced which will, in turn reduce the module on 

substance misuse. It also raises the possibility of a school choosing not to offer SPHE as they can 

allocate the hours to another area of Wellbeing. A school can choose to meet the 400 hour 

requirement of Wellbeing through a combination of CSPE, Wellbeing, SPHE and Guidance 

related learning. (NCCA 2017). As the school has the choice of how this allocation is met it will 

largly depend on the value management place on the various elements of Wellbeing. Make 



10 
 

explicit how the Wellbeing hours could be used. Briefly It has been five years since the working 

group published their recommendations and there is a need to investigate the teachers’ 

perspective on the findings of this group.  

There has been a response to the shift in trends in substance use at a policy level. Overtime 

the strategy to implement substance misuse education has moved from the distribution of 

information on substances to the development of personal skills that can contribute to responsible 

decision making with regard to substances. (Power 2014)  The Department of Health highlighted 

the role of schools in their publication on reducing substance misuse entitled; 2017-2025 

Framework for Reducing Harm and Supporting Recovery (Department of Health 2016). The plan 

explicitly states that it aims ‘To support the Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) by 

promoting effective communications between schools and Drug and Alcohol Task Forces (1.2.3)’ 

(Department of Health 2016). This is a positive aim set and an acknowledgement that there is a 

requirement for further support for SPHE teachers and a need to engage with outside agencies. 

The document also outlines further aims relating to the support of a health promotion approach to 

substance misuse in line with the Wellbeing programme and the increased supports for students at 

risk of early substance abuse (DOH 2016). The document does not detail the implantation of these 

supports but has committed to supporting schools in implementing substance misuse education. 

As the policy document outlined above was created in 2016 there is a need to evaluate the aims.  

Recently there has been further response to the need to support schools with the 

implementation of substance misuse education. In 2019 the Health Service Executive published 

substance misuse resource materials for Senior Cycle SPHE entitled Know the Score (HSE 2019). 

These resources have been informed by The Wellbeing Policy and Framework for Practice 

developed by the Department of Education and Skills (2018) and the 2017-2025 Framework for 

Reducing Harm and Supporting Recovery (DOH 2016). This publication emphasises the 

importance of school connectedness and relationships in implementing effective substance misuse 

education. Schools and teachers have a powerful role in prevention. “Aside from teaching about 

alcohol and drugs, simply nurturing a supportive relationship with students, and trying to ensure 

they have a positive school experience has a proven strong protective effect.” (HSE 2018 p. 6) 

This is a positive development and a response to the changing trends in drug use. As it is the first 

programme of its kind for Senior Cycle SPHE it is important the CPD is provided. There is a need 
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for a whole school approach with this programme and in particular the Guidance Counselor, SPHE 

Department, Wellbeing Department and Pastoral Care Team. At present SPHE at Senior Cycle is 

not mandatory and is not offered in all schools. It would appear as though SPHE is not a valued 

subject for senior cycle students. In a 2007 study into the implementation of SPHE at post primary 

level it was found that a minority of parents and students were in favor of carrying SPHE forward 

as a senior cycle subject. (O’ Higgins, Galvin and Kennedy 2008)  It is important that parents and 

students are made aware of the benefits of SPHE as a Senior Cycle subject. 

2.6 Adolescent Development Theory and Substance Misuse 

It must also be highlighted that there are limitations to the influence effective education 

can have on substance misuse. In a 2016 study, carried out on Irish 13 to 17 year olds, the 

influence of behavioral and social factors on substance misuse were evaluated. It was found that 

family and peer factors play a significant role in contributing towards substance misuse. In 

relation to the school context it was found that low school connectedness increases the risk of 

problem behavior such as substance misuse. (Fitzgerald, Maguire and Dooley 2016) This study 

highlights the complexity of external factors that can influence a young person’s behavior and 

choices. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological model of Human Development (1979) provides further 

insight into the complexity of factors that influence one’s life. The school is part of the student’s 

microsystem and mesosystem and as such plays a central role in the personal development of the 

student. The student’s family peers and neighborhood also have an important role in this 

development. The aforementioned study (Fitzgerald, Maguire and Dooley 2016) does indicate 

the importance of the schools role in increasing connectedness and relationships with peers and 

teachers. This strengthens the need for a whole school approach to personal development to help 

foster connectedness and relationships.  

Adolescent Development Theory plays an important role in understanding the risk 

associated with substance misuse and young people. Research indicates that certain 

characteristics may influence the use of substances. Personality characteristics associated with 

youth substance misuse include low self-confidence, un-assertiveness and problems with inter- 

personal relationships, sexual promiscuity and poor decision making skills (Pumariega, 

Rodriguez and Kilgus, 2004) The SPHE curriculum aims to address various areas of personal 

development and students have opportunities to explore different themes which focus on 
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developing self-awareness and respect for others, and the skills of self-management, 

communication, coping, decision-making and relating to others. (NCCA 2016) Adolescents are 

exposed to social media and this has played a role in the rise in substance misuse and the 

normalisation of drug use amongst young people. In a 2019 study in the UK into the use of social 

media in assessing drugs (Moyle et. al. 2019) it was found that online social media such as 

Snapchat and Whatsapp are increasingly utilised to access drugs by young people. The research 

indicated concerns around the rise in social media as a platform to sell illegal substances. This is 

an example of the increased challenges faced by a school in implementing up to date and 

effective substance misuse education. 

 

2.7 Whole School Guidance 

It is important that those involved in the provision of whole school guidance are aware of 

the risk factors associated with substance misuse and the importance of the SPHE curriculum as 

a whole in supporting personal development. In a 2007 case study of guidance provision in 

schools in the Kilkenny/ Carlow area it was found that Guidance Counselors worked closely with 

the SPHE department in the school and suggested that there should be more support and training 

for SPHE teachers to support the Guidance Counsellor in implementing a whole school guidance 

framework. (NCCA 2008) In a 2011 study on the practice of counselling by Guidance 

Counsellors in Post-Primary Schools it was suggested that, in order to support the Guidance 

Counsellor, attention is given to co-ordinating the SPHE programme with Guidance Counselors’ 

work in counseling. (Hayes and Morgan 2011)  

 

 

 

 

  

2.8 Conclusion 
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In conclusion the research indicates that there has been a rise in drug use amongst 

adolescents in Ireland in recent years. The key issues identified by research into the area of 

substance misuse education are; the lack of resources and training available to teachers, the 

outdated resources, the low number of students at Junior and Senior Cycle who feel that they 

received adequate substance misuse education and the uptake of SPHE as  a Senior Cycle 

subject. On this basis this study aims to investigate the current teacher perceptions on substance 

misuse education to identify the validity of the key issues that have emerged from the literature. 

The aims set out by the Department of Education and the Department of Health in 2016 will also 

inform the study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Research Methodology  
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3.0 Introduction  

Tuckman and Harper define research as “a systematic attempt to provide answers to 

questions” (2012, p.3). In this chapter I will outline the systematic approach that was taken in 

this research. The first step is to choose an appropriate research design frame and methodology.  

This study used a flexible evaluation study research design frame. Evaluation studies are used to 

assess the effectiveness, worth or value of a service, programme or intervention (Cohen et.al. 

2018). The focus of this evaluation was the implementation of the SPHE substance misuse 

education programme. Thomas (2013a) points out that when choosing an appropriate 

methodology a researcher must consider the expectation of the research, what the study will 

achieve, access to participants and the timeframe of the research. This study used qualitative 

methods which are outlined and explained below. Data collection and analysis is an integral part 

of research and, as such, requires a systematic approach. This study adopted the three stage 

framework proposed by Patton (2002). This consists of entry to field, engaging in fieldwork 

(data gathering) and exiting field (analysing results). The first stage involves the formulation of 

enquiry questions that will allow for exploration of the research topic. Engaging in fieldwork 

involves the design of measurement techniques, sampling, and data quality procedures. The final 

stage is data analysis and inference. In this chapter I will identify the research questions, provide 

justification for the chosen paradigm, describe the research methodology and address rigor, 

reflexivity and ethics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

3.1 Research Questions 
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The primary research question of this study asks what experiences have SPHE teachers had 

while implementing substance misuse education in post primary schools? The overall aim of this 

study is to evaluate the teacher perception of the effectiveness of substance misuse education on 

the S.P.H.E curriculum and explore its relevance to students from the teacher perspective. In 

order to explore this a set of research questions have been proposed which will underpin the 

study. These aims have informed the research questions. Byram (2012) points out that the 

research questions should also be informed by the literature and as such the research questions 

have emerged from the previous research in this area.  

 

● How do the S.P.H.E curriculum and the provision of CPD adequately equip teachers with 

the knowledge required for the effective delivery of substance misuse education? 

● What challenges have teachers experienced in implementing substance misuse education 

as part of the S.P.H.E curriculum? 

● What type of resources do teachers find most effective when teaching substance misuse 

education? 

● Do teachers feel that there has been a change in the attitude of adolescents towards 

substance use? 

● Do SPHE teachers feel supported by the school policy and the Guidance Counselor in the 

delivery of substance misuse education? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 Methodology  
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I chose a qualitative (interpretivist) approach in this study as I am evaluating teacher 

experience of implementing substance misuse education. I will discuss the rationale behind this 

choice and the methodology used. 

3.2.1 Paradigm  

According to Thomas (2013b) a quantitative approach to research is based on the idea 

that knowledge can be obtained objectively. It involves collecting empirical objective data. It is 

based on the epistemological paradigm of positivism. For this study I chose not to use a 

quantitative approach as this research requires an insight into the teachers lived experience and a 

qualitative approach allowed for deeper exploration of this lived experience. The qualitative 

approach is based in the epistemological paradigm of interpretivism. It is founded in the belief 

that knowledge is perceived in a subjective way. (Thomas 2013b) According to Basit (2010) 

qualitative methodologies aim to explore deeper rather than looking at an overall picture.    

3.2.2 Rationale  

According to Bimrose and Hearns, the area of guidance policy research has 

overemphasised the positivist approach driven by the desire to secure evidence of provision and 

outcomes. (Bimrose and Hearns, 2012) The use of qualitative methodologies allows for 

contextualized data and provides richer data than the measurement approach in quantitative 

methodologies. In this study it is important that the data provides a rich insight into the teacher 

perception of substance misuse education. As highlighted above the area of substance misuse 

education is a complex area and the use of the qualitative methodology aims to understand the 

lived and felt experiences of the participant. (Robson and McCartan 2016) As teaching SPHE is 

very much based on fostering relationships with students I felt it is important that the reality of 

implementing substance misuse education is explored in this study. Reality is multi – layered and 

complex and qualitative research allows for the researcher to understand the subjective 

experience of the participant. (Cohen et.al 2018) Each teacher will have a different experience 

based on their class groups and their own personal experiences. 

 

3.2.3 Choosing Methodology  
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For the purpose of this research I have chosen to carry out interviews. Due to the current 

global situation the interviews were carried out online using Zoom. These interviews were semi-

structured and consisted of a set of twelve questions which allowed for discussion on the topic. 

Four teachers were interviewed. Initially I had planned on completing face to face interviews 

with six teachers however this was not possible due to limitations in accessing samples. The use 

of semi-structured interviews allows for deep exploration of the teachers experiences. Interviews 

are suited “for the exploration of the perceptions and opinions of respondents regarding complex 

and sometimes sensitive issues and enable probing for more information and clarification of 

answers” (Barriball and While 1994, p.30) Thomas (2013b) points out that a semi-structured 

interview allows for flexibility with themes and issues that emerge during the interview session. 

This flexibility is important as it allowed for a deeper exploration of the teachers experience of 

substance misuse education. It also gave the opportunity to ask follow up questions when 

required in order to clarify or further explore a topic during the interview. The questions that 

were be used will be mostly open questions. Interviews have limitations, particularly when 

conducted online and this is addressed in the final chapter. 

  

3.3 Research Sample 

In this study the population was selected from SPHE teachers. I specifically sought 

teachers who had experience of implementing substance misuse education. I aim to have a total 

of six participants. In interpretivist research the number of participants is often less than in 

positivist as the aim is to explore the issue in depth. According to Bassit (2010)  the use of 

qualitative methodology in research aims to achieve depth rather than breadth. I am hoping to 

explore this depth of knowledge with the overall aim of evaluating SPHE substance misuse 

education from the teacher perspective. My sample consists of teachers from an all-boys post 

primary school and a mixed post primary school. Unfortunately my access to participants was 

limited and this affected the research sample. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 
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The data was analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) model of thematic analysis. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) point out that thematic analysis can be used in both essentialist and 

constructivist paradigms and as such this is suited to the analysis of an interpretivist research 

design. This use of thematic analysis allows for the emergence of themes from the data. The data 

can be analysed in an inductive way. This allows for rich data on the teacher perception. The 

themes evolved from the data and I did not try to fit the data into the research questions. This is 

an important part of this research as it is an evaluation of teacher perception and as such it is 

important that there is no desired outcome other than to present the teacher perception. Braun 

and Clarke’s model uses a six step approach to analyse the data; familiarising yourself with the 

data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming 

themes and producing a report. (2006, p. 87) This process allowed themes to emerge and develop 

in a structured manner from the data. Once the data was initially examined I generated codes. 

Coding is the process of indexing or categorising the data in order to establish a framework of 

thematic ideas based on the text. (Gibbs 2007) Once this process was complete a number of key 

themes emerged which were then analysed and compared. Braun and Clarke (2006) provide a 

fifteen point checklist of criteria for good thematic analysis and this was employed in the 

analysis of this research data. 

    

3.5 Reliability and Validity  

According to Yardly (2008) reliability refers to the possibility of generating the same 

results when the same methodologies are applied by different researchers using a different group 

of research participants. Reliability has often posed a problem in qualitative research. In 

qualitative research it is generally accepted that the researcher will exert some influence over the 

research process and the knowledge produced. (Yardly 2008) McLeod (2001) points out that it is 

important to think about reliability in qualitative research as being about the ‘trustworthiness’ or 

‘dependability’ of the methods of data collection and analysis. It is important that this is taken 

into consideration as reliability in qualitative studies requires rigour in data collection and 

analysis to ensure the data is reliable. As part of this study there has been a large amount of 

consideration given to the method of data collection and the subsequent analysis of this data. 

This will ensure the reliability of the research can be upheld. Validity can be defined as a piece 
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of research showing what it set out to show, or does it accurately capture reality. (Braun and 

Clarke 2013) There are many variations of validity that can be used in qualitative research. In 

terms of qualitative research the most common forms of validity used are; construct validity, 

internal validity, external validity and ecological validity. (Braun and Clarke 2013) I will refer to 

these once the data is collected to ensure that validity can be applied to the research.    

 

3.6 Ethical Considerations  

Cohen, Mannion and Morrison (2018) outline three levels of ethical regulation in guidance 

research which are outlined below;  

1) Legislative – Institutional requirements (UL EHS Ethics Committee),  

2) Professional Codes – IGC (2012) Code of Ethics, NCGE (2008) Research Code of Ethics 

3) Personal Ethics – Reflexivity  

This research has been approved by the UL EHS Ethics Committee in February 2020. As 

such this research meets legislative requirements in relation to ethics. The IGC Code of Ethics 

(2012) and the NCGE Research Code of Ethics (2008) will inform the structure of this study. 

The IGC (2012) clearly outline in their Code of Ethics that the dignity and wellbeing of research 

participants must be upheld at all times. As I will be in a practitioner-researcher role I must take 

into consideration the potential negative impact of this in relation to my own bias and 

subjectivity and my own potential vested interests in the results. (Punch 2009) In order to ensure 

ethical standards are upheld throughout the study it is important to adopt a reflexive stance. 

Reflexivity is the process of internal dialogue and critical self-evaluation of a researcher’s 

position in the research and acknowledgement that this position may affect the research process 

and outcome (Basit 2010).  In my own case as a researcher I have five years’ experience in 

implementing SPHE substance misuse education. I have worked with many students with 

substance misuse issues. I have also experienced substance misuse in my personal life as I lived 

in an area with high levels of substance misuse. It is important that I recognise my own 

experience may impact my understanding of substance misuse education and I must not allow 

this to influence the research in any way. McLeod (2010) points out that by identifying 

professional background and pre-existing assumptions as I have done above, you are being 
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transparent about any potential sources of bias. From my own life experience I have had a 

negative interaction with both substance misuse and substance misuse education and it is 

important that I am open to positive experiences that may unfold as part of this research.  

Any researcher undertaking research should be able to justify the need for the study, 

explain their chosen methodologies, determine the ethical considerations for participants, assess 

and avoid any potential harm caused by the research. (Flick 2015) This is a good starting point 

when considering the ethical implications of research. As this research is interpretive in nature it 

is important that the lines between research and intervention are not blurred (Bimrose and 

Hearne 2012). An evaluation study runs the risk of becoming outcome driven and it is important 

that there is no influence on the potential outcome of the study.  I must ensure that confidentiality 

and anonymity is granted to all participants. In order to do this I will personally transcribe the 

interviews and use pseudonyms when referring to participants. Participants and gatekeepers will 

be provided with documentation outlining the purpose of the research and the confidentiality 

arrangements in relation to the use of the data collected. Participants can opt out of the study at 

any time. The main topic in this research is the implementation of substance misuse education. 

An ethical consideration arises here in that the participants may have negative experiences with 

substance misuse.  It is also important that the participant does not feel as though their teaching 

is being evaluated. McLeod (2010) points out that in interpretive research it is the participants’ 

life and experiences that are being examined. As such it is important that the questions asked of 

the participants do not attempt to illicit their level of competency in teaching. The location of the 

interviews must be given consideration to ensure the participant feels safe and confidentiality is 

guaranteed. As I am conducting video interviews it is important that they are conducted in 

private as would happen with a face to face interview.    

 

3.7 Conclusion   

This chapter has provided an outline of the research methodology used in this study. In Chapter 4 

I will discuss the data analysis and present the findings. 

4. Findings 
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4.0 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to discuss the data analysis and present the findings from the 

four semi–structured interviews. For this study thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2012) will 

be used to analyse the data. I have chosen thematic analysis as with qualitative data the meaning 

is constructed by the participants themselves. (Robson and McCartan 2016)  Braun and Clarke’s 

model of thematic analysis consists of six stages. Stage one is transcribing and reading the data 

to become familiar with it. At stage two the researcher generates initial codes and to identify 

meaningful and important features of the data in relation to the topic. Stage three involves 

interpretive analysis where patterns are identified in the data. During stage four the researcher 

reflects on themes and makes connections where appropriate. Stage five is where the themes are 

categorized and linked to research questions. Finally at stage six the researcher presents the 

findings.  

4.1 Context of Participants  

Participant  Role No. Years in Role School  

Mary (Female) SPHE co-ordinator 15  All – Boys Voluntary 

Pat     (Female) SPHE teacher 10 All – Boys Voluntary 

Sean   (Male) SPHE co-ordinator 4 Mixed Community 

Alan    (Male) SPHE teacher 4 Mixed Community 

Fig. 1.1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2 Themes  
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According to Braun and Clarke (2006), a theme “captures something important about the 

data in relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned responses or 

meaning within the data set” (p. 82)Four main themes emerged from the data as outlined in 

Figure 1.2 below.  

 

Fig. 1.2  

 

Subthemes emerged from the main themes. These subthemes are outlined and discussed in the 

chapter below.  
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4.2.1 Theme 1 – Difficulties in Accessing Resources and Training  

The first theme identified in the data addresses the concerns raised in relation to the 

resources and training available to SPHE teachers for substance misuse education. This theme is 

presented in two subthemes as outlined in Fig 1.3.   

 

Fig. 1.3 

1. The difficulties faced by teachers in accessing and updating resources. 

The teacher experience of accessing up to date resources are very similar in this study. All 

participants highlighted difficulties around finding up to date and relevant resources for their 

students. The main issues highlighted were; the lack of a centralised database for resources, the 

content in the textbooks and the constant need to update materials as student experience changes. 

Mary commented that the PDST resources were outdated; ‘ ..their main resource is 

called ‘On My Own Two Feet’ …That is a very old one. It is 1997 I think and that is still kind of 

the main resource that they reference on PDST. Contextually there are an awful lot of specifics 

in that that are gone out of date. Mary complimented the original resource but in recent years has 

found that there is a lot of outdated information. She has had to source her own online material 

and would often use material from other countries as she feels it is better suited to her students.  I 

reference websites like the Australian resources. They are a lot more progressive compared to 

us. I would pull up some of that material. Mary felt that there is a need for a centralised online 

database that would contain up to date resources for substance misuse education. Mary had 

provided a version of this in her own school as she was SPHE coordinator. 

 Pat, a colleague of Mary, commented that ‘the coordinator of  SPHE in the school (name 

omitted) would have been very on top of things and very good at sharing resources and links.’ In 
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Pat’s case the resources are provided by the SPHE Department and as such she did not 

experience the same difficulties experienced by the coordinator in her school. Despite this Pat 

still felt there was a need for an updated resource package for all schools to help save time in 

accessing resources. I would like a resource package for the school that everything is there that 

we need our students to know, because you do spend a lot of time, you're looking up or does 

anybody have a clip on this, anybody have  information on that? If we did have a resource 

package specifically for that topic, I think that would be really, really helpful.  

Sean also commented on the need for resources, ‘teachers are always on the lookout for 

more resources, and I echo that as  the more sources you have, the better prepared you are.’ 

Sean found guest speakers to be his main source of information for the students as he found the 

textbook to be ‘content heavy’ and ‘a bit boring’ for the students. As Sean was the only member 

of the SPHE Department in his school he relied heavily on guest speakers and project work as 

the main resources he used. Alan found it difficult to continuously update resources. ‘ I find I am 

always looking new material up online and it can come from anywhere really, there is no one 

place where there is enough information really’ Alan felt that the textbook on its own is not an 

option. ‘I have to do workshops and online material to keep them engaged and that’s grand as 

long as you can keep finding new material and speakers’  

 

2. The challenges in accessing and participating in adequate training.  

All of the participants felt that there was a need to provide more training to SPHE teachers 

for the delivery of substance misuse education. They felt that the main barriers to accessing and 

participating in CPD are; the allocation of training days to teachers by management, the 

influence of other subjects and the frequency and location of SPHE CPD. 

Mary felt that they were not frequent or up to date; I think we could with something more 

frequent and more up to date in context because the frequency is not huge. She also had 

struggled to find sufficient time for the teachers in her department to attend training or CPD due 

to other commitments. It can involve school release and it can be very hard to ensure the whole 

team has had training because people are being drawn in so many directions. Mary herself had 

not received training in the area of substance misuse education in a number of years and 
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suggested the possibility of in school training for SPHE teams. Pat had received training 

provided by the PDST five years ago to the best of her knowledge.  Pat complimented the 

training and found it ‘very informative, very factual’. In recent years Pat had found it difficult to 

attend CPD in SPHE as she found it ‘Difficult to maybe sometimes justify the SPHE training 

when you have the other one in ahead of them’ Pat found that she was expected to put her other 

subjects first.  

Alan thought three subjects outside of SPHE and found it very difficult to attend CPD for 

SPHE as a result. ‘Well I’ve Irish, R.E and CSPE as well so I find it hard to find the time to be 

honest’  He also felt that the school did not promote CPD in SPHE. ‘ They will approach me 

about doing it for Irish and learning support but never really about SPHE’ . Alan had concerns 

around the implications his lack of training stating; ‘I’m not sure, I suppose, how much I am 

doing right because I don’t really have a template to work off’. Sean had a similar view of the 

CPD provided for SPHE and raised concerns around the suitability of a two day training course 

for SPHE.  Sean questioned ‘does that really qualify you to teach drug addiction or such an 

important issue to 12 - 18-year-olds?’ Sean raised concerns around the possibility of a teacher 

feeling ‘not comfortable’ or ‘not skilled enough’ to teach substance misuse. From Sean’s 

experience a teacher who is not comfortable teaching substance abuse may lead to a ‘negative 

experience for the students’. Sean did not have the same difficulties in accessing the training as 

SPHE is his main subject. Despite this he was critical of the lack of training made available and 

feels as though there is scope for SPHE to be covered at third level. According to Sean ‘It has to 

change because you have to be skilled in these areas, if you're expected to deliver them 

efficiently.’ 

Recently the Department of Health published ‘Know the Score’ (2019) which 

accompanying CPD. I had intended on asking participants about this but they all indicated that 

SPHE was not delivered as a classroom subject at Senior Cycle. In all three schools SPHE was 

delivered in the form of RSE through RE. Mary indicated that ‘it is delivered in a module in TY’ 

also. Only Sean was involved in the delivery of Senior Cycle RSE, in Pat and Mary’s school it 

was delivered by the RE teachers and Alan was ‘unsure ‘of who delivered it. 

4.3.2 Theme 2 – The multitude of factors that influence relevance and effectiveness with students  
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There was a varied response from teachers in relation to their perception of the student 

experience of substance misuse education in SPHE. The main points that emerged from the data 

in relation to student experience are that student response depends on methodologies and 

resources used. The location of the school and the implications of this in terms of student 

experience of substances also emerged from the data.  Teachers also raised concerns around 

increasing misinformation on social media and the impact that this is having on the students 

awareness of substances. Two subthemes emerged from this theme, outlined in Figure 1.4.  

 

Fig 1.4 

1) The varied response from students to substance misuse education and the factors that 

influence this 

Sean felt that his students responded best to guest speakers. In his opinion they ‘had a 

massive impact on the kids and they really were able to relate to some of the tragic stories that 

they were told’ When it came to the textbook Sean felt that that the ‘kids find it too content 

heavy, and there's too much in it. Sean went on to raise the issue around the complex nature of 

teaching substance misuse in different schools and how this can lead to a varied perception of 

student response. In a previous school Sean found ‘there would have been serious issues which 

would have developed from drug abuse at a young age’. In his current situation he describes his 

school as ‘middle class’ and finds that ‘kids find it (substance misuse) hard to relate to, whereas 

in other schools kids would really engage with that’.  Sean believes that the manner in which the 

students respond to the material ‘depends on the economic background of the area.’  
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Alan’s school is located in an area with a high prevalence if substance misuse. Alan 

found that his students had already been exposed to substances and were often dismissive of the 

resources he used in class. ‘A lot of them have already been exposed to drugs outside of school 

and they find the stuff in the books a bit out of touch really. Alan explained that in is school there 

were a large number of students believed to be using substances and this changed the approach 

he was taking. ‘ we would look more at getting local people in, people they respect maybe, and 

people who have a history with using drugs. We would run these as workshops.’  

Mary is not sure how her students respond on an individual level to the material but said that 

from what she can see it ‘depends on the dynamic in the class’ Mary also felt that the content in 

the book needed to be revised and felt it was content heavy for young people. ‘like it gets a bit 

sciency in the books. I’m not sure if that is too helpful to be honest.’ Pat also felt that students 

responded best to guest speakers or online clips. I think when they actually see in real life an 

actual person telling their true story, I think that's one of the best resources we can use in the 

school.  

 

2) The negative effect that social media is having on young people’s awareness of substances.  

Mary has recently encountered a higher level of student awareness around drugs, but 

warned that this information is not always correct.  ‘They generally have some information on drugs 

before they encounter the material in class. It can often be misinformation.’ Pat mirrored this 

belief in relation to misinformation and as a result felt ‘ we really have to be careful with the 

information we provide that it's correct and that we educate them’. Pat has also seen a difference 

in attitudes towards substances since she began teaching SPHE. In relation to substances Pat 

feels that they're a lot more in tune with what’s happening then there would have been 10, 15 

years ago. Alan felt that his students based their perceptions of substances on what they see 

outside of school and particularly on social media. ‘ A lot of the students would be seeing this 

going on outside of school and they see a lot of drug taking online , on Snapchat and that. It is 

normal for them and they don’t think it’s dangerous, I suppose because they see their friends 

doing it and talking about it’  
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4.3.3 Theme 3 – Differences in the Role of the Guidance Counsellor in supporting the SPHE 

teacher in substance misuse education  

As there were participants involved from three different schools this study gave a 

valuable insight into the varied approaches that Guidance Counsellors take towards working with 

SPHE teachers and in particular in the area of substance misuse education. Two sub themes 

emerged from this theme, outlined in Figure 1.5  

 

Fig. 1.5 

1.The importance of the Guidance Counsellor in supporting the SPHE teacher with the delivery 

of substance misuse education.     

All participants stated that the Guidance Counsellor played some role in helping 

implement substance misuse education in their schools. However, the level of support was varied 

from school to school and there was no uniform approach. Mary and Pat worked in the same 

school and complimented the Guidance Counsellor and management on their support for the 

SPHE department and in particular substance misuse education. When referring to guest 

speakers and outside agencies Mary commented; It is actually the Guidance Counsellor who 

made those links and organises the speakers to come in. While discussing a local addiction 

centre, Mary commented that she ‘wouldn’t have known about that only for the Guidance 

Counsellor.’ Sean’s school had recently employed a new Guidance Counsellor and he felt he was 

not in a position to assess the level of support provided. Sean did say that the Guidance 

Counsellor has helped with resources. ‘When I am covering substance abuse or RSE or whatever 

the topic may be I would liaise with her and she actively seek out, to see can she get the guest 

speakers into the school.’  Alan mirrored this and felt that the Guidance Counsellor played an 
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important role in making connections with outside agencies. ‘In terms of providing resources 

and guest speakers the Guidance Counsellor has been great, a lot of the material I use has come 

from liaising with her and making connections with local agencies dealing with substance abuse’  

All of the participants felt that the Guidance Counsellor was an important link in sourcing guest 

speakers and establishing community links with organisations that deal with substance misuse.  

2. The role of the Guidance Counsellor and the SPHE teacher in supporting students in relation 

to substance misuse.  

An interesting point that emerged from the data was the possibility that the SPHE teacher 

is the first staff member in the school who becomes aware of a substance related issue while 

teaching SPHE in class. In Pat and Mary’s school the Guidance Counsellor takes a proactive 

approach towards supporting the SPHE teachers in dealing with substance abuse issues that may 

arise in class. Pat had experienced this on a number of occasions and had always been supported 

by the Guidance Counsellor. ‘the guidance counsellor would have been available to inform us 

with as much information that she was allowed give us in relation to the students.’ In some 

situations the Guidance Counsellor would actually remove the student from the class while 

substance misuse was being covered. Pat stated that this happened ‘if there is an area we felt he 

would have felt uncomfortable with and might feel under the spotlight.’ Mary also complimented 

the Guidance Counsellor on the strong local links that had been made and this has supported 

Mary in her work. Mary works with the Guidance Counsellor in establishing links with local 

addiction centres and this has benefited students; sometimes there would be direct referrals, 

sometimes they would run programmes and that, you know for people at risk. Alan also felt his 

school took a very proactive approach in promoting awareness around substance misuse. ‘ The 

Guidance Counsellor and the Principal had a lot of information about the students who were at 

risk and they would often ask me to base classes around what was happening locally.’  

 Sean had a different experience in his school and found that management would only get 

involved when an issue had already presented. ‘Well I think there is support there, per say, but it 

really only comes to light when an issue arises.’ In Sean’s school the Principal would speak to 

him in relation to students of concern. Sean had not experienced this with the Guidance 

Counsellor in the school. Sean would often reach out to other teachers for support but he 

believed; ‘they might not give you the same time they would have if they were involved in the 
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subject area.’ Sean feels that Wellbeing has supported his role and welcomes the introduction of 

a Wellbeing team into his school. ‘Our principal is also part of that wellbeing team and so is the 

vice principal, so it will obviously help the whole school approach to engaging with substance 

abuse and Wellbeing as a whole.’ Sean feels that he will be more supported going forward and 

will have the ability to discuss issues around substance abuse when they arise in his classroom.  

 

4.3.4 Young People, Social Media and Substances  

An interesting theme that evolved from that data is the increasing role of social media in 

facilitating the exposure of young people to substances. All participants made some reference to 

the negative impact of social media on young people’s perceptions of substance misuse.  

Pat felt that social media had made students more aware of substances and they were 

more exposed to information around substances online. When asked how students were 

acsessing information on substances Pat responded; ’Definitely social media, everything now is 

so accessible, clips are available at the press of the button, all their Snaps, everything is being 

shared’  Mary also voiced her concerns on the rising trends of social media use and its 

implications for accessing information on substances. ‘A lot of the stuff they are hearing and 

seeing about drugs is coming from online.’ Pat and Mary were both concerned around the 

incorrect information that students were receiving in relation to drugs and they felt that social 

media had a part to play in this. 

 Sean felt that social media was exposing the students to ‘drug culture’. In terms of being 

exposed to drug culture a lot of that is coming from their online activity, a lot of the social media 

influencers would casually talk about drugs, that is surely having an impact. Alan commented 

that students in his school would use social media to buy and sell drugs. ‘I have seen a new trend 

where they are buying this stuff online and sometimes evens selling it to friends maybe.’  Alan 

was concerned about the implications of this in terms of ease of access to drugs for his students. 
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5. Discussion Chapter 

5.0 Introduction  

The purpose of this discussion chapter is to critically interpret and integrate the primary 

research findings with the research questions and the literature analysis. The literature review 

highlights the changing dynamics in substance misuse amongst young people and the challenges 

faced by SPHE teachers in delivering substance misuse education. The key issues identified in 

the literature review that overlap with the findings in this study are; the lack of resources and 

training available to teachers, the outdated resources, the preference for guest speakers, the role 

of the Guidance Counsellors in supporting SPHE teachers and the emergence of social media as 

a concern in the area of substance misuse. The overall aim of the interviews was to investigate 

the current teacher perceptions on substance misuse education and furthermore to identify the 

validity of the key issues that emerged from the literature. I will discuss the research findings in 

the context of these key issues. 

5.1 Overview of Research Findings  

 This study was underpinned by five research questions with the overall aim of evaluating 

the teacher perception and experience of the effectiveness of substance misuse education on the 

S.P.H.E curriculum and explore its relevance to students from the teachers perspective.  

● How do the S.P.H.E curriculum and the provision of CPD adequately equip teachers with 

the knowledge required for the effective delivery of substance misuse education? 

● What challenges have teachers experienced in implementing substance misuse education 

as part of the S.P.H.E curriculum? 

● What type of resources do teachers find most effective when teaching substance misuse 

education? 

● Do teachers feel that there has been a change in the attitude of adolescents towards 

substance use? 

● Do SPHE teachers feel supported by the school policy and the Guidance Counselor in the 

delivery of substance misuse education? 
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An insight was gained into the teacher perception and experience of substance misuse 

education through the interview process. The findings suggest that overall there is a level of 

dissatisfaction with the current resources and CPD available from the DES. Despite this teachers 

were satisfied with the support provided by Guidance Counsellors and, in particular, the sourcing 

of guest speakers as this was identified as the most effective resource from a teacher perspective. 

The research also indicates that there has not been an uptake of Senior Cycle SPHE in schools 

which may be negatively impacting student’s experience of substance misuse education.  Finally, 

the findings suggest that teachers have become aware of negative influences coming from social 

media in relation to substance misuse and drugs. This concerned accessing misinformation about 

drugs and buying and selling them also.  

The overall findings highlight four key issues;  
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5.2 Issues in the provision of resources, supports and CPD for substance misuse education 

This theme will be divided into three sub themes;   

1) The lack of resources provided by the DES 

2) Barriers for teachers in accessing CPD   

3) The benefits and limitations of Guest Speakers   

 

1) The lack of resources provided by the DES 

The first research question of this study asks ‘How does the S.P.H.E curriculum and the 

provision of CPD adequately equip teachers with the knowledge required for the effective 

delivery of substance misuse education? The aim of this question was to explore the current 

teacher perception of the level of support available through resources and CPD. The research 

referenced in the literature review identified the need for the resources, supports and CPD 

available to SPHE teachers to be updated. (DES 2014) The 2014 study also recommended that 

‘On my Own Two Feet’ would need to be updated with new resources provided for delivering 

substance misuse education. The findings in this research suggest that the lack of resources 

available from the DES remains to be an issue faced by teachers. As highlighted in the findings 

of this study, SPHE teachers are accessing resources from a wide range of sources, often online, 

and are critical of the lack of resources provided by the PDST.  The main resource cited on the 

PDST resource website is  ‘On My Own Two Feet’. In this study it has been identified that 

teachers find this resource to be outdated. That is a very old one. It is 1997 I think and that is still 

kind of the main resource that they reference on PDST – Mary  

The lack of a centralised bank of updated resources was also identified as an issue in this 

study and teachers identified the need for an updated resources package, “ I would like a 

resource package for the school that everything is there that we need our students to know”  - 

Pat. Despite a number of recommendations made in 2014 teachers feel the PDST have not 

updated their resources and as such are sourcing their own material online. Mary found herself 

using Australian resources as she felt they were more suitable for her students.  This raises 
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concerns around the consistency and the quality of the information delivered to students. 

Interestingly there are quite a number of resources produced by the HSE and the Regional Health 

Boards that were not quoted by teachers in this study. The main resources teachers rely on are; 

online websites, textbooks and guest speakers. It appears as though the lack of a centralised 

resource bank is having a negative effect on teachers’ awareness of the resources available to 

them. The lack of resources provided by the DES is also a concern as this research suggests that 

the student response to substance misuse is dependent on the methodologies and resources 

available to the SPHE teacher. The findings in this study suggest that there has been a level of 

support provided by local services. A key aim outlined as part the Department of Health’s 2017-

2025 Framework for Reducing Harm and Supporting Recovery is  ‘To support the Social, 

Personal and Health Education (SPHE) by promoting effective communications between schools 

and Drug and Alcohol Task Forces (1.2.3)’ (Department of Health 2016). Teachers have 

indicated that the Guidance Counsellor plays a key role in establishing these communications. In 

terms of providing resources and guest speakers the Guidance Counsellor has been great. – 

Alan. There is no indication that the DES or the PDST have supported teachers directly in 

promoting effective communications with Drug and Task Forces. This presents as a fragmented 

approach where various stakeholders are involved in promoting resources for substance misuse 

education. It would be beneficial if the information and resources provided by the stakeholders 

were provided in a pack to each SPHE Coordinator, this was echoed by the two coordinators 

who took part in this study.  

2) Barriers for teachers in accessing CPD  

SPHE teachers who are teaching a number of subjects have identified difficulties in 

accessing CPD. In this study it was found that teachers often have to prioritise attending CPD in 

other areas and subsequently find it difficult to be allocated time to attend CPD in SPHE. ‘ They 

will approach me about doing it for Irish and learning support but never really about SPHE’- 

Alan.  O’ Hayes and Higgins (2008) found that the value placed on SPHE as a subject by 

management was varied across different schools and that this has an impact on the quality of 

SPHE education delivered. This view helps explain the difficulties in accessing CPD.  In this 

study it was identified that teachers are prioritising other subjects which reflects the higher value 

placed on exam subjects in schools. It would appear as though O’ Hayes and Higgins findings 



35 
 

from 2008 are still relevant and SPHE is still finding it difficult to be recognised as an integral 

part of the curriculum.  

 There have been positive steps made at policy level and it may be a number of years before 

the effect of this is seen in schools. The DES (2014) recommended that CPD and resources in 

SPHE be updated. In 2019 the HSE introduced ‘Know the Score’,  a Senior Cycle SPHE resource 

with CPD beginning in 2020. (HSE 2019) This is a positive response to the recommendations but 

as highlighted in the literature review Senior Cycle SPHE is not mandatory in schools. The 

participants in this study indicated that they were teaching Junior Cycle SPHE and were not 

involved in Senior Cycle and as such may not be in a position to access this CPD.  

 

3) The benefits and limitations of Guest Speakers.  

One of the research questions aimed to discover the most effective resources available to 

teachers. The findings suggest that guest speakers are an important resource in the delivery of 

substance misuse education. ‘He had a massive impact on the kids and they really were able to 

relate to some of the tragic stories that they were told’ – Sean. The teachers found that students 

responded best to guest speakers and as such found them to be a valuable support. This is 

reflected in previous research referenced in the literature review where when given a range of 

methodologies to choose from 52% of students chose guest speaker as their preferred 

methodology in the delivery of substance misuse education. (DES 2014) The findings in this 

study suggest that students find the textbooks boring and content heavy and rather engaging with 

guest speakers who have expertise knowledge in the area of substance misuse. The benefits of 

guest speakers have been outlined in international research and it is clear that there are positive 

benefits from the use of guest speakers. A meta analysis examining the benefits of guest speakers 

found that guest speakers can help bridge knowledge gaps, build relationships and partnerships 

with organisations and the public and share beneficial insights in their area of expertise. (Zou 

et.al 2019) This mirrored the perceptions of teachers on guest speakers in this study. 
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Guest speakers also have limitations and this is highlighted in the findings from this 

study. The participants in this study had used different guest speakers over the years and often 

relied on the Guidance Counsellor to organise and make links with the guest speakers. This 

resource depends on the Guidance Counsellors links with outside agencies and in two of the 

three schools included in this study the Guidance Counsellors had been proactive in contacting 

local agencies, it was unclear if this was the case in the other school. Access to guest speakers in 

this instance is dependent upon the networking skills of the Guidance Counsellor and the 

availability of suitable speakers in the local area. ‘I have to do workshops and online material to 

keep them engaged and that’s grand as long as you can keep finding new material and speakers’ 

– Alan. This presents challenges in relation to the consistency and frequency of guest speakers. 

This was highlighted in one of the schools in this study where the Guidance Counsellor had 

recently assumed their position and had spent considerable time building up links with outside 

agencies. As a result the SPHE Coordinator felt it would be unfair to judge the level of support 

they had received from this Guidance Counsellor. The DES (2014) point to the importance of 

guest speakers but are not proactive in providing schools with lists of suitable speakers. One 

participant felt that this highlighted the overall lack of support from the DES.   

 

5.3 Issues around the delivery of substance misuse education at Senior Cycle 

This theme focuses on the issues identified surrounding the implementation of substance 

misuse education in schools. This study provided an insight into the delivery of substance misuse 

education, particularly at senior cycle. In the literature review, research conducted by the 

Department of Health (2016) found that than 90% of schools provide their students with 

information on alcohol and drug misuse through SPHE and other means. I highlighted the need 

to explore the term ‘other means’. This study provided an insight into this. In all three schools 

included in the study there was no timetabled senior-cycle SPHE. Substance misuse education 

was delivered as part of the Senior Cycle RE Programme in two schools and delivered through 

modules in one. This raises questions around who is tasked with delivering this and have they 

received adequate training and resources. It also raises further questions around the promotion of 

senior cycle SPHE in schools. None of the participants mentioned Know the Score (HSE 2019), 

the new senior cycle resource published by the HSE. In a 2007 study into the implementation of 
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SPHE at post primary level it was found that a minority of parents and students were in favor of 

carrying SPHE forward as a senior cycle subject. (O’ Higgins, Galvin and Kennedy 2008) The 

2007 study highlighted the negative view of SPHE at Senior Cycle and the findings from this 

study suggest this is still an issue. This study highlights that there are still schools that have not 

taken up SPHE as it is not mandatory at Senior Cycle. There are new resources available for 

Senior Cycle but these are not being accessed by teachers as they are not teaching SPHE beyond 

Junior Cycle. 

 

5.4 The role of the Guidance Counsellor in supporting substance misuse education in the 

school. 

 

The support received by the SPHE teacher from the Guidance Counsellor was explored in 

this research. Recent literature provided by the HSE points to the importance of a positive school 

experience as a preventative measure for dealing with substance abuse.  “Aside from teaching 

about alcohol and drugs, simply nurturing a supportive relationship with students, and trying to 

ensure they have a positive school experience has a proven strong protective effect.” (HSE 2018 

p. 6) There is a clear link between preventing issues such as substance misuse and whole school 

guidance which also aims to promote positive relationships with students and staff collaboration. 

In the literature review research suggesting the need for greater collaboration between SPHE 

teachers and Guidance Counsellors was identified. (NCCA 2008, Hayes and Morgan 2011) This 

research suggested that the SPHE department planning is informed by the Guidance Counsellors 

experience of the needs of the school. (Hayes and Morgan 2011) 

 

 The findings in this research indicate that the level of support SPHE teachers receive from 

the Guidance Counsellor varies from school to school. All of the participants felt they were 

supported by the Guidance Counsellor, however this support manifests itself in different ways. In 

one school the Guidance Counsellor was heavily involved and the SPHE teachers were informed 

of relevant substance misuse issues within the school which may directly impact the delivery of 

their lessons. ‘the guidance counsellor would have been available to inform us with as much 

information that she was allowed give us in relation to the students.’- Pat. In this school the 
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Guidance Counsellor also organised guest speakers and made links with outside agencies. There 

was a good flow of information between SPHE teachers and the Guidance Counsellor and as 

such the teachers felt supported and could discuss presenting issues. On the other hand in the 

other two schools the Guidance Counsellor and the SPHE teachers did not discuss issues around 

students and in this case the teachers were liaising with other members of staff on issues 

surrounding substance misuse that they had encountered in the classroom. The teachers did say 

that the Guidance Counsellors provided support in the form of linking outside agencies and guest 

speakers.  

 

There is a concern here around the varied approach employed by Guidance Counsellors and 

the wider implications of this for promoting positive student relationships and a whole school 

approach. 

 

5.5 The negative impact of social media on the students’ awareness and access to substances. 

The research question that asked SPHE teachers to discuss their biggest challenges in the 

implementation of substance misuse education provided an insight into the current landscape of 

substance misuse amongst young people. The findings in this study suggest that teachers have 

encountered increased awareness around substances and in particular misinformation that may be 

in conflict with the material presented in the classroom. The increase in the use of social media 

to access drugs was highlighted in the literature review. Snapchat, Instagram and Whatsapp are 

being used as platforms to buy and sell drugs. (Moyle et. al. 2019) This had been experienced in 

one of the schools.  ‘I have seen a new trend where they are buying this stuff online and 

sometimes evens selling it to friends maybe.’ – Alan. Young people are increasingly exposed to 

social media and often view social media as secure and safe. Moyle et. al’s study suggests that 

potential harms can be reduced through the provision of information which demystify common-

sense assumptions that apps are secure and that this ‘visual’ drug economy promotes safer 

purchasing practices (Moyle et. al. 2019). This has implications for substance misuse education 

in secondary schools.  
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Substance misuse education needs to reflect the lived realities of the students. The 

literature review and the findings in this research indicate that young people are increasingly 

exposed to substances and illicit drugs on popular social media sites. SPHE teachers are aware of 

this issue and it is important that they are provided with support and resources to help them deal 

with this emerging issue. The literature review highlighted the disparity that already exists 

between young people in Ireland and their European counterparts in terms of ease of access to 

drugs. (ESRI 2016)  Galvin (2016) points out that this emerging online drugs market has 

introduced new drugs and have transformed how people access and use drugs. This new 

dimension to substance misuse will need to be addressed through up to date information. The 

concern here is that SPHE teachers are not equipped to challenge the students assumptions on 

substances and the perceived security of buying substances through social media or online.  

This is a growing international problem that is predicted to lead to an increase in 

substance use as recent collection of studies published by the EMCDDA points out that almost 

any kind of drug can be purchased on line and delivered through the postal system without any 

direct contact between buyer and provider. (Galvin 2016) Recent findings from the European 

Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) found that online drug trade had 

increased 25% in light of COVID19 due to lockdown restrictions. The research also found that 

people are using encrypted sites such as Telegram and Wickr after initially being advertised on 

commonly used sites such as Instagram and Snapchat (EMCDDA 2020). Students at post 

primary level use these apps on a daily basis and this findings from this research indicate that 

teachers have become aware of the negative implications of social media on both student 

awareness of substances and student access to substances. ‘A lot of the stuff they are hearing and 

seeing about drugs is coming from online.’ – Mary. It is important that school based substance 

misuse education is contextualised in light of the new reality of social media based interaction 

with substances.  
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5.6 Conclusion 

  This discussion chapter has highlighted the challenges faced by SPHE teachers in 

implementing substance misuse education. It is clear from the literature and the findings from 

this study that SPHE teachers are facing a number of challenges; accessing up to date, consistent  

resources, supports and CPD, timetabling and allocation of SPHE at Senior Cycle and the 

emergence of social media as new danger in substance misuse amongst young people. The 

research from this study indicates that SPHE teachers are being supported by Guidance 

Counsellors, however this is varied and the Guidance Counsellors level of involvement varies 

from school to school. Many of the key issues identified here have been identified in past 

research (Delaney 2014, DES 2014, Fitzgerald, Maguire and Dooley 2016, O’ Higgins, Galvin 

and Kennedy 2008). Despite the obvious awareness of the challenges and issues faced by SPHE 

teachers it would appear as though the landscape has remained the same. The issue of social 

media and substance misuse is a new trend which highlights the ever changing nature of the lived 

reality of the young person. In the final chapter I will propose a number of recommendations in 

light of what has emerged from this discussion chapter. 
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6. Conclusion 

6.0 Introduction 

The conclusion chapter will provide an overview of the findings of this study within the context 

of the aims. The strengths and limitations of the study will be outlined. A set of 

recommendations will be proposed for policy and practice. This chapter will also refer to the 

reflexivity of the practitioner in this study.  

 

6.1 Summary of Findings 

The overall aim of this study was to evaluate the teacher perception of the effectiveness of 

substance misuse education on the S.P.H.E curriculum and explore its relevance to students from 

the perspective of the classroom teacher. The objectives outlined at the beginning of the study 

were; 

● to examine the level of education that students are receiving on substance misuse 

in SPHE classes.  

● to explore the teacher perception of the current provision of resources, supports 

and CPD available to SPHE teachers. 

● to make elicit the challenges faced by SPHE teachers in implementing SPHE 

education.   

● to investigate the teacher perception of the students response to substance misuse 

education. 

The overall aim and subsequent objectives of this study were addressed through the four 

semi- structured interviews with SPHE teachers. They key themes that emerged from study show 

that teachers feel they are not supported by the DES with resources, CPD is infrequent and 

difficult to access and teachers are relying on guest speakers from local agencies organised by 

the Guidance Counsellor as their most effective resource. SPHE teachers felt that the students 

responded best to guest speakers who had real life experience in the area of substance misuse. It 

was also found that not all schools deliver SPHE at Senior Cycle and as such substance misuse 

education is delivered through R.E. Teachers are facing a new challenge in relation to social 
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media and the impact it is having on the students awareness and knowledge of substances and 

raising concerns around ease of access to a variety of substances online. As outlined in the 

Literature Review, the use of drugs is on the rise amongst young people in Ireland (HRB 2019a, 

HRB 2019b). The findings from this study when put in the context of previous research and the 

current trends in drug use amongst young people point to the need to evaluate and update the 

current substance misuse education programme.  

 

6.2 Strengths and Limitations of the Research Study  

6.2.1 Strengths 

There are a number of strengths to this study.  One strength of the research is that the 

findings of this study provide an insight into the lived experiences and perceptions of practicing 

SPHE teachers at different career stages in a variety of school settings. The use of the semi 

structured interview allows the researcher to attempt to understand themes of the lived daily 

world from the subjects’ own perspectives (Kvale 1996). Kendall (2014) points out that semi-

structured interviews allow for dialogue, discussion and follow up questions. This allowed for 

clarification and allowed for surprise themes to emerge from the data, for example the theme on 

social media was unexpected and arose through dialogue and questioning.  

In this study the participants were drawn from three schools and two of the four 

participants were SPHE Coordinators. All together the teachers had a combined total of 35 years’ 

experience of teaching substance misuse education. This gave a range of experiences in different 

settings and provided rich data for analysis. The varied geographical location of the schools was 

a strength of this study as it allowed for a deeper insight into the topic.  

6.2.2 Limitations  

A number of limitations pertaining to this study have been identified. One of the 

limitations of this study is that the findings are reflective of only four teachers; therefore, 

generalisations cannot be drawn from this research study (Denscombe, 2014, Thomas 2013). 

Due to difficulties faced in accessing participants the original sample size was reduced. Byram 

(2012) points to the limitations of small samples in localised areas or settings which can make it 



43 
 

difficult to generalise to larger populations and argues that small studies should be linked to 

theory and research. This study frequently references theory, policy and research in an attempt to 

address the limitations of the sample size.  

Originally the aim was to conduct face to face interviews but this was not poosible due to 

COVID19 restrictions. As such the interviews were conducted online. One of the main 

limitations of online interviews is the inability to communicate non – verbally which in turn 

affects how participants communicate and what the researcher can observe. (Kendall 2014) This 

had an effect on the interview and Kendall (2014) points out that while online interviews can 

present some advantages such as travel and time saved, they must be used with caution and the 

researcher must be aware of their limitations and differences from face to face interviews. It must 

also be pointed out that respondent bias cab ne an issue in semi structured interviews. This can 

manifest as the suppression of information or providing answers that they feel the interviewer is 

seeking. (Hearn et.al 2016) 

Personal bias can present as an issue in qualitative studies. (Cohen et.al 2007). In order to 

remain subjective I identified my positionality as a researcher. I ensured I adopted a methodical 

approach to data collection and analysis. Reflexivity was practiced throughout the study and a 

journal was kept which allowed for reflection on my own bias and positionality as a researcher.  
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6.3 Recommendations  

1. A centralised bank of up to date resources should be created by the DES, HSE and PDST and 

other relevant stakeholders,   including a localised programme for guest speakers and workshops. 

There is no doubt that there have been efforts made to address the lack of resources 

identified by the DES in 2014. In 2019 ‘Know the Score’ was published by the HSE and CPD 

was due to begin this year pre-COVID19. At a local level and regional level Drug and Alcohol 

Task Forces provide support and resources to schools. Despite this the findings in this study 

indicate that teachers are finding it difficult to access these supports. The participants in this 

interview indicated that they often source their own resources online, external from the PDST 

and DES resources and sometimes from abroad. There is a huge amount of information, 

resources and support packs available from different organisations and it would be beneficial if 

the PDST website updated their resources to reflect this.  

2.  SPHE as a mandatory subject at Senior- Cycle should be explored. 

Since the publication of O’Hayes and Higgen’s (2008) report on SPHE there has been 

limited information on the number of schools that have taken up SPHE as a Senior Cycle subject. 

RSE is regarded as an essential element of Senior Cycle and is mandatory. With an increased 

emphasis on Wellbeing and mental health in schools, the promotion of Senior Cycle SPHE is 

vital. Students in Ireland aged between 13 and 17 are more likely to encounter drugs and find 

them easier to access than their European counterparts. Many of these students are at Senior 

Cycle and there is a need to have a forum in which students can discuss concerns/issues that they 

may encounter around substances. The SPHE classroom would provide this. It is concerning that 

there may be students at Senior Cycle not receiving and form of substance misuse education. At 

policy level there is a need to mandate SPHE as a Senior Cycle subject. There is an opportunity 

to include SPHE at Senior Cycle as part of the overall Senior Cycle Wellbeing plan. SPHE also 

plays a large role in Whole School Guidance and it is a concern that SPHE teachers have no 

contact with Senior Cycle students in some settings.  
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3. CPD in SPHE should be more frequent and initial training for SPHE needs to be revised and 

updated. 

SPHE has not received the same level of promotion as other Junior Cycle subjects such 

as Wellbeing in recent years. As such teachers are finding it difficult to access CPD in SPHE. 

There is a need to promote CPD in SPHE and increase the frequency. There is also a need for 

further research into the barriers that are preventing SPHE teachers from accessing CPD. In this 

study it was found that teachers had to prioritise their other subjects. It is important that it is 

established why this is happening. The initial two day training course was highlighted as a 

concern in this study. SPHE teachers are involved in the promotion of Whole School Guidance 

and student wellbeing and often cover sensitive topics such as substance misuse. The SPHE 

teacher must feel comfortable discussing and facilitating sensitive topics in the classroom. It is 

difficult to envisage a two day training course preparing a teacher for the nature of the topics that 

they will encounter in an SPHE classroom. 

 

4. Guidance Counsellors should have a clearly defined role in supporting SPHE teachers, 

particularly with substance misuse education. 

It is recognised that the SPHE Department play a key role in the Whole School Guidance 

team. This study has highlighted the ambiguity in the role of the Guidance Counsellor in 

supporting the SPHE teachers. Substance misuse education is an important tool for the Guidance 

Counsellor in helping promote a positive school environment. This study has highlighted that 

there is no clear directions at policy level on how the Guidance Counsellor should support the 

SPHE department in implementing topics such as substance misuse education. This creates a 

possibility, such as was highlighted in this study, where the SPHE teacher is approached by 

management regarding a substance misuse issue as they were the one teaching the subject. There 

needs to be clear guidelines around how best to support the SPHE teacher in the delivery of their 

material and a clear protocol in place for referring students of concern regarding substance 

misuse. 
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5. The emergence of social media as a potential danger for substance misuse needs to be 

communicated to all parties involved in delivering substance misuse education.  

There is no doubt that drugs are becoming widely accepted by younger generations. 

Social media has played a role in this. The outdated model of peddling the dangers of drugs as is 

presented in textbooks does not resonate with the lived experiences of the students. Social media 

forms a large part of their daily reality. The ‘drug culture’ on social media paints substance 

misuse in a flattering and attractive light. Many of the music artists and influencers that young 

people follow openly discuss and document their drug use. Access to substances for young 

people has never been easier. It is important that substance misuse education challenges these 

perceptions and addresses the changing reality of substance use amongst young people.  

 

6.4 Personal Learning and Reflexivity  

Reflexivity is an awareness of how our experiences, feelings and thoughts influence and 

shape us throughout the research process. (Thomas 2009) Over the course of this research I 

reflected on how I chose the literature, how I analysed the data and how I interpreted the themes 

and subthemes that emerged from the data. This allowed me to reflect on preconceptions I may 

have held around substance misuse education and ensure they did not influence my study. Berger 

(2013) points to the importance of keeping a journal to reflect throughout the research process 

and I journaled throughout the process which allowed me to document my thoughts and feelings. 

I found this particularly beneficial after the interviews as it allowed me to identify areas where I 

should have probed deeper. I was able to do this in subsequent interviews. 

At the beginning of this study I felt there was a need to address substance misuse 

education in light of the changing dynamic of drug use amongst young people. I have witnessed 

this first hand in my own teaching and this study has given me an insight into the rising rates of 

drug use amongst young people and the alertness of SPHE teachers to the change in their 

awareness around drugs. I believe that this is only the beginning in terms of a cultural shift in 

drug use and countries such as the USA have shown this through the legalisation of cannabis. As 

policy and practice around substance use changes, the education system must respond 

appropriately to give students maximum benefit.  
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On a personal level I have gained a valuable insight  into the role the Guidance 

Counsellor plays in supporting the SPHE department, not only with substance misuse education. 

The participants in this study received various levels of support from the Guidance Counsellor 

and it was clear that those who received higher levels of support felt more comfortable and 

supported in their roles. As a trainee Guidance Counsellor I have learned that the level of support 

I provide to the SPHE department will have an impact on my students. I have also learned that 

the SPHE Department can be a valuable source of information for the Guidance Counsellor when 

working with students. It was highlighted by one of the schools in this study that the SPHE 

teachers and the Guidance Counsellor share relevant information in relation to students and this 

has helped both staff and students.   

6.5 Conclusion  

In this chapter an overview of the main findings was provided and a number of recommendations 

around policy, practice and future research were made. The strengths and the limitations of the 

study were identified and an insight into reflexivity and personal learning was provided. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

 

 

 

Information Letter (Principal) 

Date:  

 

EHS REC no. 2020_02_52_EHS (ER) 

Research title: “An evaluation of the effectiveness and relevance of substance misuse 

education in the S.P.H.E Curriculum from the teacher perspective.” 

 

Dear Principal,  

I am a student of the MA in Guidance Counselling and Lifespan Development programme in the 

School of Education, University of Limerick, under the supervision of Tom Geary.  I am 

undertaking a research study on a topic related to guidance counselling. 

 

In my research I aim to evaluate the topic of substance misuse education as part of the SPHE 

curriculum. In order to gather this information I would appreciate if you would give me consent to 

carry out the research study in your school.  This would involve me collecting data through a face-

to-face audio-taped semi-structured interview.  The interview will take approximately 45-60 

minutes and be held in a confidential location agreeable to the participant. 

 

All information gathered will be held in the strictest of confidence and pseudonyms will be used 

to ensure anonymity.  Interviews will be audio tape recorded and the data will be destroyed after 

analysis according to UL guidelines.  Participation in the study is voluntary and participants can 
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withdraw from the research at any time prior to data analysis phase.  The results from this research 

study will be reported in my final dissertation and may also be disseminated through other 

professional publications.  

 

The collected data will be stored in a secure location approved by the University of Limerick.  It 

is important to note that the school’s name and the name of the individual participants will not be 

used in the research and the school will not be identifiable to anyone other than those directly 

involved.   

 

If you have any queries or require further any further information on the research study, please 

contact me or my supervisor: 

 

Researcher: Peter Mulhall                               Research Supervisor/s: Tom Geary 

Telephone number/s: 0838220138, 085-7786610 

UL Email address: 18141935@student.ul.ie , tom.geary@ul.ie  

 

This research has received Ethical approval from the Education and Health Sciences Research 

Ethics Committee (2020_02_52_EHS(ER)).  If you have any concerns about this study and wish 

to contact someone independent you may contact: 

 

Chairman Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee 

EHS Faculty Office 

University of Limerick 

Tel (061) 234101 

ehsresearchethics@ul.ie 
 
  

mailto:18141935@student.ul.ie
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Appendix B 

 

 

Volunteer Information Letter  

Date : 

 

EHS REC no. 2020_02_52_EHS (ER) 

Research title: “An evaluation of the effectiveness and relevance of substance misuse 

education in the S.P.H.E Curriculum from the teacher perspective.” 

 

Dear SPHE teacher, 

I am a student of the MA in Guidance Counselling and Lifespan Development programme in the 

School of Education, University of Limerick, under the supervision of Tom Geary I am 

undertaking a research study on a topic related to guidance counselling. 

 

In my research I aim to evaluate the topic of substance misuse education as part of the SPHE 

curriculum. In order to gather information on the topic I would appreciate if you would agree to 

participate in a face-to-face audio-taped interview.  The interview will take approximately 45-60 

minutes and be held in a confidential location agreeable to you.  

 

All information gathered will be held in the strictest of confidence and pseudonyms will be used 

to ensure anonymity.  Interviews will be audio tape recorded and the data will be destroyed after 

the analysis process.  Participation in the study is voluntary and participants can withdraw from 

the research at any time prior to the data analysis phase.  The results from this research study will 

be reported in my final dissertation and may also be disseminated through other professional 

publications and conferences.  
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The collected data will be stored in a secure location approved by the University of Limerick.  It 

is important to note that your name will not be used in the reporting of the research.  If you have 

any queries or require further any further information on the research study, please contact me or 

my supervisor: 

Researcher: Peter Mulhall                               Research Supervisor/s: Tom Geary 

Telephone number/s: 0838220138, 085-7786610 

UL Email address: 18141935@student.ul.ie , tom.geary@ul.ie  

 

This research has received Ethical approval from the Education and Health Sciences Research 

Ethics Committee (2020_02_52_EHS(ER)).  If you have any concerns about this study and wish 

to contact someone independent you may contact: 

 

Chairman Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee 

EHS Faculty Office 

University of Limerick 

Tel (061) 234101 

ehsresearchethics@ul.ie 
  

mailto:18141935@student.ul.ie
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Appendix C 

Consent Form (Principal) 

 

EHS REC no. 2020_02_52_EHS (ER) 

Research title: “An evaluation of the effectiveness and relevance of substance misuse 

education in the S.P.H.E Curriculum from the teacher perspective.” 

 

I have read the project Information Sheet and understand in detail the particulars of the research 

project.  I understand that the identity of the participants and the school will not be revealed in the 

reporting of this research study.  The conditions involved in the research which are designed to 

protect the privacy of participants and respect their contribution are: 

1. Participation is entirely voluntary. 

2. Participants are free to withdraw at any time prior to the data analysis stage and any 

contribution made will be subsequently destroyed. 

3. The interviews will be kept strictly confidential and will be available only to the 

research and the supervisor.  Excerpts from the interviews may be part of the final 

research dissertation but under no circumstances will names or any identifying 

characteristics be included in the report.  

I hereby give my consent for Peter Mulhall to carry out this research in the school : 

 

Signature:_____________________________________ 

Printed name:__________________________________ 

Signature of Researcher:_________________________ 

Date:________________________________________ 
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Appendix D 

 

 

Consent Form (Research Volunteer) 

EHS REC no. 2020_02_52_EHS (ER) 

Research title: “An evaluation of the effectiveness and relevance of substance misuse 

education in the S.P.H.E Curriculum from the teacher perspective.” 

 

● I understand what this research project is about, and what the results will be used for. 

● I am fully aware of the procedures and of the risks and the benefits of the study. 

● I am fully aware that the recording of the interview and the data generated from it will be 

kept confidential. 

● I am aware that my identity will remain anonymous. 

● I know that my participation in the research study is voluntary and I can withdraw my 

involvement at any time prior to the data analysis stage.  

 

I hereby agree to take part in this study: 

Signature:_____________________________________ 

Printed name:__________________________________ 

Signature of Researcher:_________________________ 

Date:_________________________________________ 
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Appendix E 

Interview Questions 

 

1 . How long have you been teaching SPHE? 

2. What year groups do you currently teach SPHE to?  

3. Have you experience in the delivery of substance misuse education? What year groups?  

4. What has been your experience of the support and resources available to you for the    delivery 

of substance misuse education?   

5. What resources do you find most useful in the delivery of substance misuse education?  

6. What has been your experience of the students response to substance misuse education?  

7. What are the main challenges facing you in the delivery of substance abuse education?  

8. Have you received support from outside agencies in the delivery of substance misuse 

education? Eg. resources, guest speakers.  

9. To what extent do you feel you are supported in the delivery of substance misuse education? 

How/How not?  

10. To what extent do you feel the guidance counsellor plays a role in supporting a whole school 

approach to substance misuse education?  

11. What has been your experience of support in terms of CPD for the delivery of substance 

misuse education?  

12. What recommendations would you suggest to help you with the delivery of substance misuse 

education?  

 


