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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Katrina Champion 
UNSW, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 14-Mar-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This paper reports the results from a study exploring the use of 
alcohol by adults at school events. This is an interesting topic and 
the manuscript is generally well written, however the sample size is 
very small and is limited to principals at Victorian schools only. 
Specific comments and recommendations are listed below:  
 
Abstract  
1. The rationale/background for the study is not immediately clear in 
the abstract. What are examples of times when adults use alcohol 
when students are present?  
2. Design/setting/participants – Greater detail is required here. How 
many schools participated? How many in-depth interviews were 
conducted? What were the characteristics of the participants e.g. 
sex, mean age? ‘COREQ’ guidelines: it would be useful to spell this 
out in full.  
 
Introduction  
1. The authors’ cite their own work to support the statement “alcohol 
use at school events is considered to have the potential to impact on 
the later patterns of alcohol consumption by school children”. This is 
not entirely justified given there is no quantitative/longitudinal 
evidence in this emerging area of research. Please tone down this 
statement.  
 
2. This study seems to be the first exploration of this issue in 
Australian schools and there is little published literature on the topic. 
Although this is part of the novelty of the paper, this should be stated 
up front to help justify why there is limited reference to existing 
literature in the introduction.  
 
Methods  
3. Minor comment – “Victorian DE&T” should be written in full.  
4. Participation in the study was low – what were the reasons given 
by principals for choosing not to participate? E.g. time 
commitments? Were principals reimbursed for participation?  
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5. Were primary schools excluded from this study for a reason? I 
would imagine that adult attendance and drinking at school events 
would also be common among parents of primary school children.  
 
Results  
6. What were the characteristics of the participants e.g. sex, mean 
age?  
7. The qualitative data from the interviews are interesting, but the 
results are lacking without some quantitative metrics on the actual 
prevalence and frequency of adult drinking at school events and 
alcohol-related harms. 

 

REVIEWER Bosco Rowland 
Deakin University, Australia 
 
I have published with John Wiggers 

REVIEW RETURNED 01-May-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you for the opportunity to review this manuscript.  
 
This manuscript is building on previous work by the authors which 
examines adult drinking in Australian schools. Described as using 
qualitative methods, this study sets out to explore two areas:  
 
a) describe the use of alcohol by adults in Victorian secondary 
schools  
b) gain an understanding of principal's beliefs and decision making 
process regarding such use  
 
 
While the study is attempting to enhance knowledge in the area of 
adults drinking in the school context, the methodology employed 
does not appear to be entirely clear and consistent. The study is 
described as qualitative study; however, findings are generally 
framed in a quantitative format. Perhaps the authors should consider 
the study as a mixed-methods study? Overall, the manuscript could 
be improved by a greater incorporation of reporting and 
interpretative techniques used.  
 
 
Methods:  
The sampling frame is reasonable but is not representative of 
schools in Victoria. However, the purpose of an unstructured 
interview is more aligned with exploring themes, rather than 
demonstrating that the sample is representative.  
 
The statement that the interview was informed by the health 
promoting schools model, could be justified and given more 
explanation. It forms the backbone of the interview schedule, but is 
only given one line of explanation.  
 
COREQ guidelines were used to guide the reporting of the study. It 
would be helpful to acknowledge in the text, the extent that the 
COREQ checklist was complete. Explicit reporting and reference to 
these items in the manuscript would be helpful. It would also be 
helpful for the checklist to be included as an appendix.  
 
Reporting techniques used to guide the qualitative data analysis 
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would also improve the manuscript. For example, how was the 
coding conceptualised, and categorised? How were conclusions 
authenticated? What was the role of reflexivity? Were any theoretical 
methods followed: Ethnography? conversation analysis? The lack of 
detail in respect to this, makes it difficult to assess the quality of the 
data, analysis, and interpretation.  
 
Results:  
Most of the results begin with a quantitative report. For example, 
"several (4) principals reported no use of alcohol..." While this 
indicates the frequency of the number of principals reporting the use 
of alcohol at secondary schools, the study is described as a 
qualitative exploratory study. Thus, by reporting frequency of 
categories, the researchers are beginning the interpretation of their 
data with the presupposition of what they believe are important 
categories. While the themes reported are helpful, the theory and 
method guiding the reporting of results are not clear, thus the 
categories do have an arbitrary sense about them.  
 
Perhaps given the sampling frame, the study should have a 
dedicated quantitative section, and a more interpretative qualitative 
section. Currently, throughout the method, results and interpretation 
techniques are blurred and appear to overlap. With the broad 
number of categories reported in the results, it suggests the data is 
rich and the synthesis of the findings could be incorporated into a 
stronger narrative section, consistent with qualitative data 
interpretation, rather than short descriptions of categories.  
 
 
 
Discussion:  
The opening sentence that the findings confirm earlier reports of the 
increasing use of alcohol by adults in the presence of students, is 
probably an overstretch. Given the design and methodology of the 
data analysis, this claim could be reconsidered.  
 
Limitations are discussed but mostly in keeping with a quantitative 
design. 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Peer-review comments  Authors’ responses  

Reviewer 1  

Abstract   

The rationale/background for the study is not 
immediately clear in the abstract. What are 
examples of times when adults use alcohol 
when students are present? 

The abstract has been revised (see response to next 
comment) and now includes background sentences 
that provide a rationale for the study.  

Design/setting/participants – Greater detail is 
required here. How many schools 
participated? How many in-depth interviews 
were conducted? What were the 
characteristics of the participants e.g. sex, 
mean age? ‘COREQ’ guidelines: it would be 
useful to spell this out in full. 

The abstract has been revised (see track changes 
below and in manuscript). The number of invited 
principals has been included as has the full spelling of 
COREQ. The number and gender of the principals 
who participated in in-depth interviews is included in 
the first sentence of the results (Fourteen school 
principals participated from the 60 schools iteratively 
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contacted). Despite our desire to do so, we did not 
have ethics approval to collect data on the personal 
characteristics of participants.   
Objective: Parents, schools and the broader 
community influence children’s socialisation to alcohol. 
In Australia, the United Kingdom and the United 
States there have been media reports of adults 
consuming alcohol at family focused school events 
such as fairs and graduations. The aim of this 
qualitative study was to describe school principals’ 
experiences of adults’ use of alcohol at school events, 
when children are present.    
Design/setting/participants: A qualitative descriptive 
study was undertaken. Publicly available lists were 
used to invite sixty principals from government and 
Catholic secondary schools in Victoria, Australia. In-
depth interviews were conducted and analysed 
thematically and reported using the Consolidated 
Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research guidelines.  
Results: Fourteen principals (five female, nine male) 
participated. Most (10) of the participating principals 
reported adults’ use of alcohol at events when 
students were present. Regarding these events, most 
principals reported concerns regarding potential harms 
and responsibility for decision making about alcohol 
availability in schools. Some (4) principals believed 
alcohol should not be present at such events and this 
was their practice. Half of the participating schools had 
recently made changes to reduce the availability or 
management of alcohol at school functions.  
the common use of alcohol by adults at school events, 
the challenges this poses for school principals and 
suggests consideration needs to be given to 
identifying strategies for supporting schools and 
school principals in decision-making regarding the 
conduct of such events. 
 

Introduction  

The authors’ cite their own work to support 
the statement “alcohol use at school events 
is considered to have the potential to impact 
on the later patterns of alcohol consumption 
by school children”. This is not entirely 
justified given there is no 
quantitative/longitudinal evidence in this 
emerging area of research. Please tone 
down this statement.  

We agree with the reviewer and have revised the text 
as follows: 
Amongst these, exposure to advertising is significantly 
associated with adolescents’ early initiation and later 
elevated levels of alcohol use.

4-7
 Similarly, parental 

consumption of alcohol has been reported to be 
significantly associated with adolescents’ earlier 
initiation to and subsequent use of alcohol, while 
mothers’ frequency of alcohol consumption is 
associated with initiation to drinking amongst primary 
school aged children.

8 9
 Such modelling behaviour can 

occur in a number of settings, including in schools 
where adults are commonly consuming alcohol in the 
presence of children.

10,11 
 

This study seems to be the first exploration 
of this issue in Australian schools and there 
is little published literature on the topic. 
Although this is part of the novelty of the 
paper, this should be stated up front to help 

The last sentences of the introduction have been 
revised as follows:  
While adults’ use of alcohol use at school events is 
significantly associated with principals’ need for further 
information on this issue

20
, there is a dearth of 
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justify why there is limited reference to 
existing literature in the introduction. 

research regarding the types of information and 
support that school principals require in their 
development of school policies and in the making of 
decisions about adults’ use of alcohol at school 
events. To address this gap, a qualitative study was 
undertaken to describe school principals’ experiences 
adults’ use of alcohol at school events, when children 
are present.    
In addition, since this manuscript was submitted, the 
results of a quantitative study on the same topic by the 
same authors has been published. The results of this 
study have been incorporated (via track changes) into 
this manuscript.  

Methods  

Minor comment – “Victorian DE&T” should 
be written in full. 

This has been done and now reads as: Victorian 
Department of Education and Training 

Participation in the study was low – what 
were the reasons given by principals for 
choosing not to participate? E.g. time 
commitments? Were principals reimbursed 
for participation? 

The response rate in this study was 23%.   Principals’ 
participation rates in research are notoriously low. For 
example, a 2013 15-20 minute survey of Australian 
school principals, supported and distributed by the 
Australian Secondary Principals’ Association, The 
Catholic Secondary Principals of Australia and the 
Associated of Heads of Independent School Australia 
reported a response rate of less than 30% (John K 
See Consulting. Survey of secondary school 
principals on the use of alcohol and other drugs in 
schools. Australian National Council on Drugs 
(ANCD),: July 2013). In our recent quantitative study 
on this issue, we achieved a 43% response rate but it 
only took 15 minutes to complete the survey. 
Participation in this qualitative study required a time 
commitment of 45-90 minutes and we did not provide 
any reimbursements for participation.   

Were primary schools excluded from this 
study for a reason? I would imagine that 
adult attendance and drinking at school 
events would also be common among 
parents of primary school children. 

We agree with the reviewer that it would have been 
useful to include primary school principals in the 
sample. However, this was a relatively small grant and 
in order to reach data saturation we needed to limit the 
scope of the study.  

Results   

What were the characteristics of the 
participants e.g. sex, mean age? 

As outlined above, we were unable to collect data 
principals’ personal characteristics but have reported 
that nine males and five females participated in the 
study.  

The qualitative data from the interviews are 
interesting, but the results are lacking 
without some quantitative metrics on the 
actual prevalence and frequency of adult 
drinking at school events and alcohol-related 
harms. 

We agree with the reviewer that more quantitative 
data is needed. Our recently published quantitative 
study includes principals’ reports of adults’ alcohol use 
at school events but prevalence data is still needed. 
The current study was qualitative and sort to gain an 
in-depth understanding of this issue.  

Reviewer 2  

While the study is attempting to enhance 
knowledge in the area of adults drinking in 

We agree with the reviewer and have provided more 
details about this qualitative descriptive design as 
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the school context, the methodology 
employed does not appear to be entirely 
clear and consistent. The study is described 
as qualitative study; however, findings are 
generally framed in a quantitative format. 
Perhaps the authors should consider the 
study as a mixed-methods study?  Overall, 
the manuscript could be improved by a 
greater incorporation of reporting and 
interpretative techniques used. 

follows:  
Given the lack of published research addressing the 
study aims, a qualitative descriptive study was 
undertaken.

27
  

Given the potentially contentious nature of this issue, 
in addition to using terms such a ‘few’, ‘many’, ‘most’ 
etc, we have also reported the number (in brackets) of 
principals whose beliefs and practices were linked to 
our findings. We don’t believe this can be defined as a 
quantitative study.  

Methods   

The sampling frame is reasonable but is not 
representative of schools in Victoria.  
However, the purpose of an unstructured 
interview is more aligned with exploring 
themes, rather than demonstrating that the 
sample is representative.   

We agree with the reviewer that the participating 
principals are not representative of Victorian schools. 
We have referred to this in the first sentence of the 
last paragraph in the discussion and the section 
‘strengths and limitations of this study’. The sampling 
frame was provided in order to demonstrate the 
recruitment approach. It was not intended to be a 
random sampling strategy.  

The statement that the interview was 
informed by the health promoting schools 
model, could be justified and given more 
explanation.  It forms the backbone of the 
interview schedule, but is only given one line 
of explanation. 

We agree with the reviewer and have modified the text 
(using track changes) to read as follows:  
The interview schedule was structured  according to 
the Health Promoting Schools model with an 
emphasis on items addressing: the school 
organisation; ethos and environment; and partnerships 
with parents and local communities.

13
 The interview 

items were informed by previous studies.
10

 Following 
pre-testing and feedback the schedule was modified 
(see Appendix 1). 

COREQ guidelines were used to guide the 
reporting of the study.  It would be helpful to 
acknowledge in the text, the extent that the 
COREQ checklist was complete.  Explicit 
reporting and reference to these items in the 
manuscript would be helpful. It would also be 
helpful for the checklist to be included as an 
appendix.  

The COREQ checklist has been completed and will be 
available to readers.  

Reporting techniques used to guide the 
qualitative data analysis would also improve 
the manuscript. For example, how was the 
coding conceptualised, and categorised?  
How were conclusions authenticated? What 
was the role of reflexivity?  Were any 
theoretical methods followed: Ethnography? 
conversation analysis?  The lack of detail in 
respect to this, makes it difficult to assess 
the quality of the data, analysis, and 
interpretation. 

This was a descriptive qualitative study that is well 
suited to emerging research topics. Details of the audit 
trail and rigour are provided (member checking, 
memos, field notes, preliminary open coding, visual 
representations of the data, team discussions and 
review of the emerging themes). The researchers 
involved in the data collection were not known to the 
schools or interviewees. Without an observational 
data, it would not be appropriate to define this as an 
ethnographic study.  
We did not approach this research with a pre-defined 
theoretical framework. We explored and discussed the 
use of several management and behavioural theories 
prior to commencing data collection but not enough 
was known about this issue to construct the study 
around these theories. Instead we used the Health 
Promoting Schools model to inform the interview 
schedule and frame discussion points. This approach 
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VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Katrina Champion 
University of New South Wales, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 28-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have addressed my previous concerns and I only have 
one minor suggestion below:  
 
*In their response the authors explained that the issue of adult 
alcohol use in schools is also relevant to a primary school context, 
however was out of the scope of the present study. This information 
could also be included within the manuscript e.g. in the discussion 
section. 

 

is consistent with qualitative descriptive research 
(Sandelowski 2000).  

Results  

Perhaps given the sampling frame, the study 
should have a dedicated quantitative section, 
and a more interpretative qualitative section. 
Currently, throughout the method, results 
and interpretation techniques are blurred and 
appear to overlap. With the broad number of 
categories reported in the results, it suggests 
the data is rich and the synthesis of the 
findings could be incorporated into a 
stronger narrative section, consistent with 
qualitative data interpretation, rather than 
short descriptions of categories.  

This is a qualitative research manuscript and is the 
first in-depth study to explore the beliefs and decision 
making processes underlying adults’ use of alcohol in 
schools. Given the emerging nature of the topic, we 
chose to use descriptive qualitative methods. Readers 
of our previous work on this topic have commented 
they are surprised that alcohol is available and 
consumed in school settings. Given this, one of the 
aims of this paper is to describe the beliefs and 
associated decision making processes of principals 
who are charged with responsibility for such practices. 
Further research on this topic would benefit from an 
ethnographic approach however, at this time we 
believe a qualitative descriptive approach will serve as 
a strong foundation to further research. 

Discussion  

The opening sentence that the findings 
confirm earlier reports of the increasing use 
of alcohol by adults in the presence of 
students, is probably an overstretch.  Given 
the design and methodology of the data 
analysis, this claim could be reconsidered.  
 

We agree with the reviewer and have removed the 
word “increasing” from this and other sentences that 
refer to prevalence.  

Limitations are discussed but mostly in 
keeping with a quantitative design. 
 

We agree with the reviewer about the quantitative 
tones in this section. The opening sentence of the 
discussion now read as:  
This qualitative study was limited to principals in 
Victorian government and Catholic secondary schools 
and so the findings may not be generalizable to 
settings outside this context.   
Statements about excluded schools have been 
removed.  
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REVIEWER Bosco Rowland 
Deakin University, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 04-Jul-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS I am happy that the authors have sufficiently addressed the 
questions I have raised.  
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