PITTSBURG — 

Drug testing policies for high school students can be effective tools for keeping students off drugs, according to administrators at schools with such a policy.
The biggest benefit, however, is not that random drug tests catch many students with drugs in their system. Rather, knowing one may be tested has given many students the excuse they need to “just say no.”
“There are a lot of kids who don’t want to take drugs, and this is a good excuse not to,” said Larry Cannon, principal at Baxter Springs High School. 
Baxter Springs’ drug-testing policy is one being looked at by Girard High School and USD 248 officials as they kick around the idea of developing a similar policy. In Baxter, all middle and high school students who participate in extracurricular activities are required to enter their name into the random drug-testing pool. Every two weeks, six students are selected and asked to provide a urine sample.
If caught with drugs in his or her system, the student is suspended for a period of time from all extracurricular activities. The suspension length increases with each offense. However, despite the temptations surrounding high school students, Cannon said it’s rare that the tests yield positive results — although it does happen.
“If there never was a positive result, I’d start to question the test,” Cannon said.
Girard High School Principal Blaise Bauer said last week that the idea behind creating a drug-testing program at his school is not punishing those students who use drugs. Instead, the program would be in place to help students “make healthy life choices.”
“We’re not looking to punish kids or hurt kids,” he said. “We want to help them.”
Steve Jameson, principal at Columbus Unified High School, said that’s exactly why his school implemented its testing policy nearly a decade ago — although it has recently been suspended due to budget cuts. 
“The object was not punishing students,” Jameson said. “It was more so a deterrent, a reason for kids not to use drugs. Kids have a lot of peer pressure at this stage of their lives. They’ll have friends who’ll say, ‘Why don’t you smoke some of this?’ Well, with a testing program in place, they can say that they might be tested this week and they don’t want to take that chance of being caught. It gives the kids a little more to rely on to say no.”
While citing the perceived positives of a drug-testing program at last week’s USD 248 Board of Education meeting, Bauer said many believe it would give the district and GHS more of a “clean image.” He said that by having a drug-testing policy, the school could gain more of a reputation of being drug-free. Jameson also backed up that claim.
“As a matter of fact, that’s one of the reasons we started our program here in Columbus,” he said. “I think there was somewhat of a negative image before in the community. I think some people were expecting more students to get caught when we implemented the program. What it did was it showed the community that kids are not doing drugs as much as one might think. In that way, it can be good for your public image to show you are working to eliminate drugs from the student body.”
Neither Cannon nor Jameson could say for sure whether or not fewer students are using drugs outside of school than before the testing policy was in place. Both, however, are convinced that is the case.
“We hope it has certain effects,” Cannon said, “but it’s kind of hard to test what went on before. But as an educator for more than 30 years, I can say that there were certainly a lot more drugs in the 1970s than there are now.”
The argument could be made that by testing only students who participate in extracurricular activities, the school is leaving out a significant population of students. However, Cannon said that when one factors in how many activities fall under the extracurricular category, there aren’t a lot of students who are left out.
“When we talk about extracurricular activities, we’re talking about anything from athletics, to clubs, to even dances,” he said. “Because of that, we have nearly 100 percent participation. So most of our students are entered into the pool.”
It’s unclear right now whether or not GHS will ever implement a drug-testing policy. Aside from public relations factors — officials want to gauge how the Girard community would react to such a policy — there is also the matter of money. With a starting price tag of more than $5,000 and another $3,000 to $5,000 annually to maintain the program, it’s hard to imagine the district taking on such an expense at a time when state budget cuts have led to drastic decreases in education funding. 
Bauer said the idea remains just that — an idea — until more information is gathered and more input is collected.
“The general feeling right now is that we need to give our board more time and more information,” Bauer said. “At some point, we’ll come back and look at it and see where we want to go.”
USD 248 Superintendent Gary Snawder said he doesn’t yet have a feel for which side of the fence the issue will fall.
“There is a lot that goes into this, from the money issue to the privacy issue,” Snawder said. “It’s something that we’ll either keep talking about or we’ll quit talking about, depending on how things go.”
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