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“[W]e find that testing students 
who participate in extracurricular 

activities is a reasonably 
effective means of addressing 
the School District’s legitimate 

concerns in preventing, deterring, 
and detecting drug use.” 

Justice Clarence Thomas 
U.S. Supreme Court 

JUNE 27, 2002 

Board of Education of Independent School 
District No. 92 of Pottawatomie County v. Earls 







Foreword 

In June 2002, the U.S. Supreme Court broadened the authority of 

public schools to test students for illegal drugs. Voting 5 to 4, the 

Court ruled to allow random drug tests for all middle and high 

school students participating in competitive extracurricular activities. 

The ruling greatly expands the scope of school drug testing, which 

previously had been allowed only for student athletes. 

There are those, of course, who will represent 

the Court’s decision as a blow against privacy 

and a victory for “Big Brother.” These con- 

cerns are largely unfounded, however, and to 

focus on them is to ignore the enormous 

potential benefits of drug testing. Already, 

testing has been shown to be extremely effec- 

tive at reducing drug use in schools and busi- 

nesses all over the country. As a deterrent, few 

methods work better or deliver clearer results. 

Drug testing of airline pilots and school bus John P. Walters 
drivers, for example, has made our skies and 

roads safer for travel. 

Parents, educators—indeed, anyone concerned about the welfare of 

our young people—should welcome the High Court’s action. It’s a 

big step in the right direction, for it gives every school in every city 

and every town a powerful new tool for controlling one of the worst 

threats facing kids today. 

The ruling could not have come at a better time. Monitoring the 

Future, a national survey that tracks drug use among America’s 
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youth, reports that in 2001 more than half of all students had used 

illicit drugs by the time they finished high school. Moreover, the 

2000 National Household Survey on Drug Abuse revealed that of the 

4.5 million people age 12 and older who need drug treatment, 23 

percent are teenagers. 

This failure to protect our children from drug use and addiction is 

unacceptable. We cannot responsibly withhold tools as effective as 

drug testing from communities that believe such measures are 

appropriate and will save young lives. 

Research shows that people who make it through their teenage years 

without using drugs are much less likely to start using them when 

they are older. So if testing can help keep kids off drugs and alcohol, 

if it can help free young minds for learning and allow growing bod-

ies to escape the devastating cycle of dependence or addiction, it 

will be a valuable and important new tool. 

Experience has taught us that people at the local level often know 

best how to deal with drug problems in their communities. But to 

combat this insidious threat, they need good information and the 

best resources available. The Supreme Court’s ruling will help 

schools meet these needs. This is good news for students, parents, 

and teachers. And it is good news for America. 

John P. Walters 
Director 
Office of National Drug Control Policy 
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Introduction 

Should Schools Test Children For Illegal Drugs? 

It is an important question, and ultimately one best left to par-
ents, teachers, and school administrators. There is no single right 
or wrong answer, no “one size fits all” solution. A decision in June 
2002 by the U.S. Supreme Court expands the authority of public 
schools to test students for drugs. Still, it is up to individual com-
munities and schools to decide if drugs are a significant threat, 
and if testing is an appropriate response. 

The question of whether to test students for drugs or alcohol 
should never be taken lightly. It involves myriad complex issues 
that must be fully understood and carefully weighed before testing 
begins. The Office of National Drug Control Policy has put 
together What You Need 
To Know About Drug 
Testing in Schools to shed 
light and offer perspec-
tive on this multifaceted 
and sometimes contro-
versial topic. Our aim is 
to provide anyone who is 

It is up to communities and schools to 
decide if drugs are a significant threat, 
and if testing is an appropriate response. 

considering a drug-testing program in his or her community with 
a broad understanding of the issue and solid, up-to-date informa-
tion on which to base a decision. 

Included in this booklet are answers to questions that students, 
parents, school officials, and other concerned individuals might 
have about the process. It explains, generally, what drug testing is 
all about, who pays for it, who does the testing, what it tells you 
about an individual’s drug use, and, equally important, what it 
does not tell you. The booklet describes what services should be in 
place for communities to deal effectively with students who test 
positive for drugs, and it also offers case histories (pages 3 and 12) 
showing how several schools used testing to address their drug 
problems. Their experiences may help others determine whether 
testing is right for their communities. 
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Drug Testing: An Overview 

What Did the Court Rule? 

In the case of the Board of Education of Independent School 
District No. 92 of Pottawatomie County et al. v. Earls et al., the U.S. 
Supreme Court upheld a drug-testing program for students involved 
in competitive extracurricular activities. Although the ruling allows 
schools to test greater numbers of students for drugs, it is not a blan-
ket endorsement of drug testing for all students. Before implement-
ing a drug-testing program, schools should engage legal counsel 
familiar with the law regarding student drug testing. 

Why Drug-Test Students? 

Thanks to advances in medical technology, researchers are now 
able to capture pictures of the human brain under the influence 
of drugs. As these images clearly show, the pleasurable sensations 
produced by some drugs are due to actual physical changes in the 
brain. Many of these changes are long-lasting, and some are irre-
versible. Scientists have recently discovered that the brain is not 
fully developed in early childhood, as was once believed, but is in 
fact still growing even in adolescence. 
Introducing chemical changes in the If testing can reduce students’ 

brain through the use of illegal drugs use of illicit drugs, it will 

can therefore have far more serious remove a significant barrier 

adverse effects on adolescents than on to academic achievement. 

adults. 
Even so-called soft drugs can take a heavy toll. Marijuana’s 

effects, for example, are not confined to the “high”; the drug can 
also cause serious problems with memory and learning, as well as 
difficulty in thinking and problem solving. Use of methampheta-
mine or Ecstasy (MDMA) may cause long-lasting damage to brain 
areas that are critical for thought and memory. In animal studies, 
researchers found that four days of exposure to Ecstasy caused 
damage that persisted for as long as six or seven years. Kids on 
drugs cannot perform as well in school as their drug-free peers of 
equal ability. So if testing reduces students’ use of illicit drugs, it 
will remove a significant barrier to academic achievement. 
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Case History 
A Reward for Staying Clean 

Autauga County School System 

In rural Autauga County, Alabama, students have a special incentive to 

stay off drugs. As part of a voluntary drug-testing program, participating stu-

dents who test negative for drugs in random screenings receive discounts 

and other perks from scores of area businesses. 

Community leaders and school officials, prompted by a growing con-

cern about the use of drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes among students, 

launched the program in 2000 with the help of a local drug-free coalition 

called Peers Are Staying Straight (PASS). “Our community was awakening to 

the fact that we needed to do something,” says PASS Executive Director 

Martha Ellis. 

The Independent Decision program began with just the 7th grade but 

will expand each year to include all grade levels. In the 2001–2002 school 

year, more than half of all 7th and 8th graders at public and private schools 

participated. 

To enter the program, kids take a urine test for nicotine, cocaine, 

amphetamines, opiates, PCP, and marijuana. Those who test negative get a 

picture ID that entitles them to special deals at more than 55 participating 

restaurants and stores. Students keep the ID as long as they test negative 

in twice-yearly random drug tests. 

Those who test positive (there have been only three) must relinquish 

their cards and any special privileges. The school counselor notifies the par-

ents and, if appropriate, offers advice about where to find help. At that 

point, the matter is strictly in the parents’ hands. If the child tests negative 

in a subsequent random test, his or her card is returned. “Our whole pur-

pose,” says Ellis, “is to reward kids who stay clean and help them see the 

benefits of a drug-free lifestyle.” 

Surveys taken by PRIDE (the National Parents’ Resource Institute for 

Drug Education) before the program began and again in 2002 showed sig-

nificant reductions in drug use among Autauga County’s 8th graders: from 

35.9 percent to 24.4 percent for nicotine, 39.9 percent to 30 percent for 

alcohol, and 18.5 percent to 11.8 percent for marijuana. 

For more information about Autauga’s Independent Decision program, 

call (334) 358–4900. 
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Pros and Cons of the Various Drug Testing Methods 

Urine 

Hair 

Oral Fluids 

Sweat Patch 

Type of Test Pros 

• Highest assurance of reliable results. 
• Least expensive. 
• Most flexibility in testing different drugs, including 
alcohol and nicotine. 

• Most likely of all drug-testing methods to withstand 
legal challenge. 

• Longer window of detection. 
• Greater stability (does not deteriorate). 
• Can measure chronic drug use. 
• Convenient shipping and storage (no need to 

refrigerate). 
• Collection procedure not considered invasive 
or embarrassing. 

• More difficult to adulterate than urine. 
• Detects alcohol/cocaine combination use. 

• Sample obtained under direct observation. 
• Minimal risk of tampering. 
• Non-invasive. 
• Samples can be collected easily in virtually any 
environment. 

• Can detect alcohol use. 
• Reflects recent drug use. 

• Non-invasive. 
• Variable removal date (generally 1 to 7 days). 
• Quick application and removal. 
• Longer window of detection than urine. 
• No sample substitution possible. 

Cons Window of Detection 

• Typically 1 to 5 days. 

• More expensive. 
• Test usually limited to basic 5-drug panel. 
• Cannot detect alcohol use. 
• Will not detect very recent drug use 

(1 to 7 days prior to test). 

• Depends on the length of 
hair in the sample. Hair 
grows about a half-inch per 
month, so a 1½-inch 
specimen would show a 
3-month history. 

• Drugs and drug metabolites do not remain 
in oral fluids as long as they do in urine. 

• Less efficient than other testing methods 
in detecting marijuana use. 

• Approximately 10 to 24 
hours. 

• Limited number of labs able to process results. 
• People with skin eruptions, excessive hair, 
or cuts and abrasions cannot wear the patch. 

• Passive exposure to drugs may contaminate 
patch and affect results. 

• Patch retains evidence of 
drug use for at least 7 days, 
and can detect even low 
levels of drugs 2 to 5 hours 
after last use. 

• Specimen can be adulterated, substituted, 
or diluted. 

• Limited window of detection. 
• Test sometimes viewed as invasive or 

embarrassing. 
• Biological hazard for specimen handling 

and shipping to lab. 

















Resources 
For Guidance and Facts About Drug Testing 

The Web site for the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 

provides information about testing technologies, products, and services. 

www.drugfreeworkplace.gov 

SAMHSA’s list of certified laboratories is updated every month. 

http://workplace.samhsa.gov/ResourceCenter/lablist.htm 

The College of American Pathologists has a Web site offering information about choosing a lab. 

www.cap.org/lap/fudt.html 

Substance Abuse Information and Treatment Referrals 

SAMHSA’s National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and Drug Information provides referrals and resource 

materials about substance abuse prevention and treatment. 

English: 1-800-729-6686 

Spanish: 1-877-767-8432 

TDD: 1-800-487-4889 

Fax: 301-468-6433 

www.health.org 

Use the toll-free number to: 

• Request printed materials on substance abuse. 

• Learn about treatment options in your state. 

• Speak to someone about substance abuse. 

• Speak to someone about drug treatment referrals. 

Recovery Network provides information about substance abuse, addiction, and mental health problems. 

www.recoverynetwork.org 

The National Association of Student Assistance Professionals has information about Student 

Assistance Programs. 

www.nasap.org 

Government Web Sites Offering Drug-Related Information 

Office of National Drug Control Policy 
whitehousedrugpolicy.gov 

The Anti-Drug.com 
www.theantidrug.com 

Freevibe.com 
www.freevibe.com 

National Youth Anti-Drug 
Media Campaign 
mediacampaign.org 

druganswer.com (in Asian languages) 

National Institute on Drug Abuse 
www.nida.nih.gov 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration (SAMHSA), part of 
the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services 
www.samhsa.gov 

Center for Substance Abuse Prevention 
www.samhsa.gov/csap 

Center for Substance Abuse Treatment 
www.samhsa.gov/csat 

The Safe and Drug-Free Schools Program 
(U.S. Department of Education) 
www.ed.gov/offices/OESE/SDFS/index.html 




