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2.1.	INES. New Psychoactive Drug Prevention 
Pathway for Secondary Schools

Luca Ferrari1, Stefano D’Ambrosio2, Marco Nenzioni3 

2.1.1. Introduction

INES4 is an imaginary name we have given to our project. INES rep-
resents any student who enters the “drugs tunnel” but who, thanks to the 
contribution of an authentic and inclusive education program promoted 
by his/her school context (together with other important actors), succeeds 
in getting out of it, by changing the course of his/her life. Therefore, IN-
ES represents a positive and powerful image of possibility, an example 
of success that something can really change with respect to the contrast 
and spread of new drugs of abuse at school. New Psychoactive Substanc-
es (NPS) represent a large and increasing group of compounds mainly 
of synthetic nature, characterized by pharmacological and toxicological 
properties particularly dangerous for the health of consumers. The emer-
gence of NSP in recent years is a worrying phenomenon that is taking on 
ever more imposing dimensions: NPS have become a global phenome-
non with over 110 countries and territories from all regions of the world 
having reported one or more NPS. Up to December 2017, more than 800 

1. Luca Ferrari, Associate Professor in Didactic and Special Pedagogy, Department of 
Educational Studies, University of Bologna.

2. Stefano D’Ambrosio, Research Fellow, Department of Human and Social Sciences, 
University of Bergamo.

3. Marco Nenzioni, eLearning Specialist.
4. The Innovative Teaching and Learning Paths for the Prevention of New Drug 

Abuse (INES) project, coordinated by Department of Education Studies (University of 
Bologna), has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publica-
tion reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsi-
ble for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. Project code: 
2021-1-IT02-KA220-SCH-000032570 - Cooperation Partnership in School Education. 
Duration: 1 December 2021, 30 November 2024: https://ines.unibo.it/ 
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substances have been reported by governments, laboratories and partner 
organizations.

As underlined in the European Drug Report (EMCDDA, 2018) the 
“New psychoactive substances continue to challenge public health”: [the 
priority is] to identify and respond to the emergence of drugs that has been 
lacking elsewhere”. Furthermore, it is also relevant to clearly identify the 
specific characteristics of the “market” where the NPS are available, and 
who are the target groups (consumers) of this type of compounds. The 
ESPAD Report (2015) identified, for example, a growing number (3-4%) of 
15-to 16-year-old school students in 24 European countries which frequent-
ly use NPS. Under this framework, INES aims to strengthen the teaching 
profession by developing learning content and innovative teaching methods 
to overcome the NPS abuse phenomenon, starting from the more vulnera-
ble and exposed target group: secondary school students. To promote pre-
vention and early intervention focusing on risk of new drug abuse, process-
es of didactic innovation in secondary education, are to be mediated by a 
transversal use of digital technologies.

2.1.2. Project background

The INES project sustains the creation of Open Educational Resourc-
es, an open Handbook, and Open-Source Educational Software (game 
platform), as well as supporting teachers, students and school leaders, and 
other teaching professionals. The project foresees, on one side, the co-con-
struction of Open Educational Resources (involving teachers and academic 
partners - e.g. academic staff and researchers) on a topic of great impor-
tance in Europe, such as New Psychoactive Substance (NPS), a large and 
increasing group of molecules mainly of synthetic origin, characterized by 
pharmacological and toxicological properties particularly dangerous for the 
health of consumers. On the other hand, INES promotes the design and 
experimentation of educational paths, valorizing the teachers’ and students’ 
innovative role/roles to strengthen the profiles of the teaching professions 
and to tackle early school leaving and disadvantage. In this way, an effec-
tive combination of digital technologies, active learning strategies (using 
gaming, questioning, cooperative learning or peer instruction techniques 
etc.) and didactic contents, will be promoted within classrooms character-
ized by the presence of vulnerable students i.e. secondary school students.

All materials produced during the project lifecycle will be released un-
der Creative Commons licenses. This will make the INES project sustain-
able, allowing other teachers or trainers to use, reuse, adapt and implement 
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the resources produced within the project in other school environments and 
experiences. The above-mentioned approaches and strategies, within the 
framework of the INES project, will be described within a digital collab-
orative Handbook. The OERs created in the framework of the INES proj-
ect could be used in the LifeLong Learning frame of reference, in which 
OERs showed great potential in diverse social, economic and cultural con-
texts reaching (potentially) huge audiences of disadvantaged backgrounds. 
By doing so, OERs potential to tackle early school leaving is seen as an ef-
fective intervention strategy to deal with new drug abuse among secondary 
school students. 

The use and abuse of these substances is a problem for individuals, but 
also for families and communities across the EU. The substance market is 
a factor in the spreading of criminal activities and has social and health im-
plications (Tsochatzis et al., 2021). To reduce early school leaving and dis-
advantages, it is essential to recognize and valorize both the so-called “stu-
dent agency” which can be defined as “the power to make choices” and the 
development of a student’s critical capacity. Students with agency are those 
who feel a high level of responsibility and ownership for their learning. 

2.1.3. Aims and target

INES aims to achieve the main goal through the creation of a network 
of actors, able of originating an effective network collaboration of teachers, 
scientific experts, external experts or institution and students to find, test, 
adapt and use teaching strategies and resources to address the problem of 
NPS. To provide a concrete-and scientifically based-response to the context 
previously described, the specific objectives of INES are oriented to:
1.	 Increase focus on developing targeted education and prevention activi-

ties by sharing scientific expertise and experience among all stakehold-
ers. In other words, we want to activate the knowledge and adapt the 
attitudes of teachers and students regarding NPS, its global spread, and 
the resulting problems associated with its dissemination. Therefore, it 
is necessary to share scientific knowledge and expertise between uni-
versities and schools to provide increasingly caring and capable educa-
tion to support at prevention from the use of NPS. Academic partners 
(e.g., academic staff and researchers), according to the needs of each 
school, will organise a short-blended learning course for students and 
teachers to introduce the topic of NPS.

2.	 Avoid training interventions in schools represented by episodic one-off 
events, resorting to teaching activities and experiments based on collab-
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orative co-design processes involving academic partners, game design 
experts (an instructional strategy that will be used and managed by ex-
perts in the field within the project), teachers, and students in develop-
ing effective “learning pathways” on the topic of NPS, across all school 
disciplines. Teachers “should be empowered to use their professional 
knowledge, skills and competencies to deliver the curriculum effective-
ly (OECD, 2018)”. For these reasons, INES advocates active participa-
tion (based on teachers’ and students’ voices) to promote teachers’ and 
students’ agency (Calvert, 2017) and empowerment and to support inno-
vation at the school system level (and not just at the classroom level).

3.	 Promote the agency and empowerment of teachers and students and to 
support innovation at the school system level (and not only at the class-
room level).

4.	 Involve teachers, students, and academic partners (e.g., academic staff 
and researchers) in defining and implementing content and instruc-
tional strategies to address NPS. For this reason, opportunities will 
be promoted for interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary teachers and 
researchers to exchange ideas and work together in designing and con-
structing Open Educational Resources (OERs) on the project theme. 
The schools involved, as project partners, will create and experiment 
with educational content (released under open Creative Commons li-
censes to facilitate adaptation and reuse) and teaching strategies suit-
able for addressing the topic of NPS use. 

5.	 Promote the educational value of game through the adoption of par-
ticipatory working models, to support ordinary teaching-learning pro-
cesses.

6.	 Design the school curriculum “around students to motivate them and 
recognize their prior knowledge, skills, attitudes and values” (OECD, 
2018). Empower teachers to use their professional knowledge, skills, 
and competencies.
INES project aims to involve different types of external actors and re-

alities; the range of participants and potential users (targets and beneficia-
ries) of the knowledge shared and created within the INES project is very 
wide and can be divided, mainly into three broad categories: primary and 
secondary, and indirect beneficiaries. 

Primary target group:
•	 school teachers (open to all disciplines);
•	 professional educators (professionals who work in the classroom to sus-

tain the development of strategies for inclusion in school);
•	 school leaders;
•	 upper secondary schools’ students.
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Within the school and through educational activities, the “battle” (al-
so) takes place against the prevention of substance abuse. We consider all 
schools as a kind of ecosystem in which each component must perform its 
functions (in this case, pedagogical and educational coordination) in full 
cooperation with the others, to ensure that we all act towards a common 
direction and goal. For this reason, even though the ‘recipients’ of peda-
gogical practices and resources are the students, the group that constitutes 
our primary target, we express it in a top-down order that starts with the 
school leader and, descending, encompasses the teachers, educators, and, 
finally, of course, the students. This is to emphasize how the prevention 
and combating of NPS use – therefore, the dissemination of targeted ed-
ucation toward this topic – must start from the policy level; advisors and 
policy makers in schools have an enormous influence on what will be the 
educational spin-offs of the activities that INES intends to develop over the 
course of this project.

Secondary target group:
•	 academic partners, that will benefit from the various and replicable 

results obtained during the project (e.g., open educational resources, 
teaching strategies, technologies to support active learning in the class-
room, didactic activities based on hybrid game architectures etc.);

•	 undergraduate students, PhD students, post-docs, researchers (intend-
ed from study programs related to education, engineering, pharmacy, 
medicine, toxicology etc.).
Third target groups:

•	 institutional stakeholders and policymakers;
•	 senior officials from the Ministries of Education and Health;
•	 law enforcement departments working to combat the spread of sub-

stances of abuse;
•	 families;
•	 general population.

In the “Lifelong Learning era” we need to consider the importance of 
broadening the reach of potential users of the knowledge generated by the 
INES project and maximizing dissemination opportunities. For this reason, 
and with the support of the OERs created, available in the INES platform, 
the activities carried out during the project’s three-year lifespan were 
carefully designed to involve a diverse range of stakeholders beyond the 
research and education sectors. 

These stakeholders, who could make a significant contribution to com-
bating the use of NPS among younger generations, include law enforce-
ment agencies. Many operational groups within these agencies work daily 
to curb the spread of substance abuse. Engaging with law enforcement 
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– while addressing the same issue from different perspectives and ap-
proaches – has the potential to add immense value to the project and to the 
dissemination of the knowledge generated within the INES framework.

2.1.4 The action-research approach

The INES project aimed to create the conditions to support the collab-
orative networking of teachers, external experts, and students to foresee 
processes of change in secondary schools, also mediated by a transversal 
use of digital technologies. The objective was to identify and test teaching 
strategies and proposals (Panciroli, 2019) to address the issue of NPS.

The Research-Action design was conceived to bridge the gap often cre-
ated between practice and theory so that teachers also took on the role of 
researchers. Teachers were therefore called upon to enhance a hypothetical 
dimension, critically evaluating and reflecting on the motivations for their 
actions; in this way, the reasons for certain teaching practices were also 
made explicit (Coonan, 2000). 

Incorporating a Research-Action path opened the door to complexity, 
thus accepting the need to face risks and uncertainties. As Jean Pierre 
Pourtois (2013) also reminded us, risks were assumed, but so was the pos-
sibility of creating an untrodden path that passed through the triad charac-
terizing the process: power, knowledge, and will.

The first step was to identify the desire to participate collectively in 
management, implying the exercise of will and its power as active par-
ticipants in the process. Participants were required to exercise this power 
respectfully, keeping in mind that it was generative of change. To exercise 
this power, knowledge was required to negotiate changes deemed useful 
and to examine the needs and requirements of the project. When align-
ment for action among all actors was achieved, the will to act became 
the main driver for transforming theoretical practice and co-design into 
action.

These three phases were constantly in dialogue with one another so 
that change could originate (Pourtois, 2013). The choice of the blended or-
ganizational model was adopted to enable the entire team to maximize the 
potential of online learning (Pacetti & Panciroli, 2021) in the co-construc-
tion activities of Open Educational Resources (OERs).
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2.1.5. The project results 

At the end of the project, the following results were achieved.

Survey Report
A survey on the perception of students and teachers regarding NPS 

use prevention was designed and conducted. Two questionnaires (one for 
students and one for teachers) were created, distributed, completed, and an-
alyzed. The study was carried out with target groups from the high schools 
involved in the project and included 357 students and 99 teachers. The re-
sponses provided several important insights into the project activities and 
the development of teaching materials.

European Syllabus 
The syllabus serves as a methodological guide for integrating the 

teaching-learning path developed during the project lifecycle into the 
mainstream secondary school curriculum. It showcases the results of 
strong collaboration between researchers, teachers, and students in creating 
a didactic proposal to address the issue of NPS in schools. The curriculum 
was designed with a student-centered approach to motivate learners and 
acknowledge their prior knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values (OECD, 
2018). The first part of the syllabus introduces five interdisciplinary learn-
ing modules on New Psychoactive Substances (NPS). The second part out-
lines the teaching-learning paths and game ideas. The final part provides 
pedagogical and didactic recommendations to facilitate the transferability 
of the learning modules beyond the INES project.

Online Blended Learning Course
An online blended learning course on NPS was developed and made 

available to teachers, students, and educators through the open-source 
INES online platform (based on Moodle). It introduces the NPS topic by 
helping the target group to homogenize the level of knowledge about the 
new psychoactive substances from an interdisciplinary point of view. 

Serious Game
The project also led to the design and development of a serious game 

titled “Paradise on Earth”. The aim of this game was not only to theoret-
ically create the most suitable game structures for the project but also to 
provide a methodological and operational framework to guide the students 
in the creation of the game elements/scenario. These elements formed the 
game model for schools (Soriani et al., 2022); the game created began with 
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the definition of a narrative pathway shaped by characters, actions, and 
implications, which students successively implemented in classrooms in an 
unplugged format (drawings, sketches, storyboard). The technical develop-
ment of the game was led by SwingTree.

Pedagogical Planner
The INES Pedagogical Planner (IPP) was designed and created as an 

open educational resource to help teachers build effective interdisciplinary 
learning paths on NPS. The INES toolkit is an online pedagogical planner 
for secondary school teachers who wish to design and implement inter-
disciplinary teaching-learning experiences focused on New Psychoactive 
Substances (NPS). The IPP aims to support teachers in the ideation phase 
by providing a clear and practical design framework, alongside examples 
and teaching resources inspired by the hands-on teaching experiences of 
those involved in the INES project. This tool was developed based on the 
findings that emerged during the creation of the INES teaching and learn-
ing paths.

Collaborative Handbook and final publication
The INES Collaborative Handbook was published, containing all the 

learning content, teaching strategies, and game structures developed during 
the project lifecycle. Additionally, an open-access publication (INES Book) 
was released, presenting the project, the results of didactic experiments, 
and the key organizational, technical, and didactical recommendations for 
transferring the results to other educational contexts.

Conclusive remarks

INES project aimed to strengthen collaboration among all actors with-
in schools, as well as with families and other external stakeholders, by 
supporting didactic innovation and collaborative teaching and learning 
approaches on the topic of NPS. As recommended by OECD (2018), 
school curricula were designed around students to motivate them and ac-
knowledge their prior knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values. Following 
this direction, INES promoted students’ voice (participative approaches) 
during the creation and adaptation of learning content, teaching strategies, 
and games designed to address the diffusion of NPS in schools. The in-
volvement of students as co-producers of learning materials, along with 
the active engagement of both students and teachers in the co-design of 
game prototypes, was emphasized as a means to enhance digital skills and 
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competencies. This approach aligned with the Council Recommendations 
(2018), which identified these skills as crucial for personal development, 
employability, social inclusion, and active citizenship.

The NPS topic represented a complex reality that affected a consider-
able number of people, including adolescents, the target group of the peda-
gogical and educational actions of the INES project. Schools played a cru-
cial role in the fight against the spread and use of such substances, serving 
as a significant environment not only to increase awareness of the issue but 
also to develop effective strategies that promoted students’ autonomy, their 
reflective capacity, and key skills to address substance abuse.

To ensure the sustainability of change and/or innovation processes 
within the pilot schools, an action-research approach was adopted, allow-
ing the ideas, resources, and strategies developed in the INES project to be 
integrated into the school curriculum. Starting from the identification and 
recognition of current educational practices widespread in partner schools, 
attention was paid to improving teaching and learning, as well as the 
working conditions of teachers and students.

The improvement process was based, among other things, on the con-
scious use of digital technologies to support and enhance face-to-face 
activities (Adekola et al., 2017), and on a digital approach useful in pro-
moting and supporting lifelong and life-wide learning, consistent with the 
lifestyles of both adults and children. The operational implementation of 
the project’s pedagogical and educational objectives was achieved through 
ongoing interdisciplinary collaboration among all stakeholders. Scientific 
knowledge on the topic was conveyed to schools through a careful selec-
tion of pedagogically sound methods and strategies. Moreover, during the 
collaborative work between schools and universities, the continuous ex-
change of feedback and information on the progress of project activities, 
alongside the co-construction of teaching resources, allowed for careful 
pedagogical and didactic monitoring of the workflow, essential for achiev-
ing the project’s tasks with a high level of quality.
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Ce livre s’inscrit ainsi dans une perspective critique, engagée et interdisci-
plinaire. Il vise à mettre en lumière les tensions, les résistances, mais aussi les 
leviers possibles pour faire de la Cité de l’Éducation un véritable espace de 
coresponsabilité, d’apprentissage mutuel et de justice sociale. La société dans 
son ensemble est appelée à repenser ses représentations de la réussite, de la 
normalité et de la valeur de chaque individu. L’inclusion éducative ne peut être 
effective sans un changement culturel profond, qui valorise la diversité comme 
une richesse et non comme un obstacle à contourner. Cela implique une mobi-
lisation collective, un dialogue constant entre les institutions, les citoyens, et les 
acteurs éducatifs, pour bâtir une cité où chacun trouve sa place et peut s’épan-
ouir. En croisant les regards des familles, d’experts, de praticiens et d’acteurs 
de terrain, cet ouvrage plaide pour une éthique de la coéducation fondée sur la 
reconnaissance, l’équité et la participation. À travers ce travail, nous espérons 
ouvrir des pistes de réflexion et d’action pour que l’emancipation inclusive de-
vienne, enfin, une réalité partagée, en sachant que rien ne se construit sans une 
passion collective, celle du partage des ressources afin de créer une veritable 
éducation émancipatrice.

This book adopts a critical, engaged, and interdisciplinary perspective. It se-
eks to illuminate not only the tensions and resistance encountered, but also the 
potential levers for transforming the City of Education into a genuine space of 
shared responsibility, mutual learning, and social justice. Society as a whole is 
called upon to rethink its notions of success, normality, and the intrinsic value of 
every individual. True educational inclusion requires a profound cultural shift-o-
ne that embraces diversity as a strength rather than a barrier to be overcome. 
This calls for collective mobilisation and sustained dialogue among institutions, 
citizens, and educational stakeholders, to build a city where everyone can find 
their place and thrive. By bringing together the voices of families, experts, practi-
tioners, and field actors, this book advocates for an ethic of coeducation rooted 
in recognition, equity, and participation. Through this work, we aim to open pa-
thways for reflection and action, so that inclusive emancipation can finally beco-
me a shared reality—knowing that nothing can be achieved without a collective 
passion for sharing resources and fostering truly emancipatory education.
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