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The Brookline Coalition Against Substance Abuse (B-CASA) is an organization of parents, students, educators, health professionals, and community members dedicated to addressing the prevalence of teen alcohol/drug use and associated high-risk behaviors. 

	SPECIAL ISSUE ON MARIJUANA 



	DID YOU KNOW…
	IN THIS ISSUE…

	Did you know that according to the most recent BHS Health Survey, 25% of BHS students report using marijuana in the past 30 days?

Did you know that 9% of them smoked during the school day?
Did you know that 7% of BHS students admit to smoking marijuana more than 100 times?
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	SOME STRAIGHT TALK ABOUT MARIJUANA

	By Mary Minott (B-CASA, Brookline Substance Abuse Prevention Coordinator) 
              Most parents’ worst fear is the knock on the door from a police office with the news, “your child has been in an accident.”  We have all known of someone who died in a drunk driving accident, and we hope and pray that our children will make it through the high-risk high school years safely.  Most teens at BHS will report that their parents have spoken with them about the dangers of alcohol and driving, and have even offered “no questions asked” rides home anytime, anywhere. 

 
But when it comes to marijuana, BHS teens report that the messages they get from their parents are more ambiguous. Most teens report that their parents don’t talk to them about the real risks involved with marijuana use.  When parents do find a pot pipe or bag of weed, teens convince their parents they only use occasionally. (Occasional users don’t buy pot.) Teens are very good at concealing the extent of their marijuana use.  We want to believe them, and to be “reasonable.”  We tell them that we understand that experimentation is a normal part of adolescence, and too often we give no consequences for this risky behavior. The message conveyed is one of passive acceptance of pot use.  At least they won’t die in a car accident from smoking pot, we tell ourselves.


However, while the harm caused by marijuana abuse is less obvious, we must be careful not to underestimate the potential danger to teens. Marijuana use has proven harmful effects, and the road from casual experimentation to regular use can be alarming short. One of the most immediate effects of marijuana is that it impairs short-term memory and motivation. The weekend smoker will experience increased difficulty meeting academic demands and perform below potential due to these short-term cognitive impairments. Homework is often the first casualty. Sleep patterns get disturbed.  Marijuana use leads to increased respiratory illness, resulting in missed time from school and activities that can be hard to make up. Parent/child relationships suffer as teens engage in deceitful behavior to cover up their use and the money spent.

While marijuana is not physically addictive, it can lead to patterns of dependence, sometimes leading to the use of other drugs. BHS Peer Leaders report that stress and a desire to connect socially can lead some students to habitual marijuana use. 7% of BHS students (close to 125 students) report having smoked marijuana over 100 times. Smoking daily to “unwind,” teens become dependent on marijuana and need to smoke increasing amounts to experience the same “high.”  When they try to quit, they often can’t.  Some students need to go to residential treatment or wilderness programs to kick the habit.  Schoolwork and extra-curricular activities suffer, but more importantly, students’ social and emotional development is stunted.  Chronic pot smokers are far more likely to suffer from depression and irritability, and have poor relationships with family. Peer groups change, and students can be drawn into the “Potheads” click, a peer group subculture that reinforces the use of marijuana.  These students are more likely to report abusing other drugs, such as cocaine, hallucinogens, and prescription drugs and to engage in other illegal behaviors. No student starts out occasionally smoking pot with the goal of becoming a habitual user.  But as with cigarettes, they may not realize how dependent they are until they try to quit, and by then, they may be hooked.  Better not to start at all.

The recent changes in the marijuana laws provide an opportunity to discuss with your child the reasons you don’t want them to smoke pot.  Be prepared for this conversation by examining your own values and assumptions, read up on current information on marijuana abuse, and spell out your reasons clearly.  Let your child know that you do not want them to smoke any marijuana, that their health and wellbeing is too important. These are crucial years for their growth and development, not a time to be adding THC and other unknown chemicals to a developing brain.

For specific conversation points, see the “Why Not Pot?” tip sheet below. 

You can also contact your child’s guidance counselor, or Mary Minott, LICSW (617-713-5155), and Hope Schroy LICSW (617-713-5149), for confidential consultations on any parenting issues. 

	UNDERSTANDING THE NEW MARIJUANA LAWS



	By Doreen Gallagher, Brookline Safe and Drug Free Schools Program 

On December 4, 2008, the decriminalization of marijuana was passed and the new section, G.L. c. 94C, § 32L, makes possession of an ounce or less of marijuana a civil violation.

The changes in the new law will be as follows:

18 years old or older
· 18 years old or older; and is in possession of 1 ounce or less of marijuana; to a civil penalty of $100 and forfeiture of the marijuana 

Under 18 years old
· Under 18 years old; and is possession of 1 ounce or less of marijuana; to a civil penalty of $100 and forfeiture of the marijuana; and required to complete a drug awareness program within one year of the offense.  The program includes classroom education and community service.  

· The law mandates that the parents or a legal guardian receive notification about an offender under 18

Consequences for failure to complete the drug awareness program:

The failure of any offender to complete the program within 1 year may result in the civil fine being increased to $1,000.  

A person who distributes, or possesses with the intent to distribute, marijuana is still subject to criminal prosecution, even if the amount is less than an ounce.  

Dr. Weintraub emphasized that there have been no changes to the Brookline High School student handbook in regards to marijuana.  Students found in possession or under the influence of marijuana will still be suspended and referred to the school’s substance abuse prevention program for counseling and education services.



	WHY NOT POT?



	10 REASONS THAT OFFER SOME HONEST “DOPE” ON DOPE

The most obvious reason we tend to offer our children to discourage marijuana use is that “it’s not good for you” -- putting unnecessary chemicals of any kind in one’s body is not productive for leading a healthy life. It’s also still illegal, despite the recent alteration in the law. But here are some more concrete reasons you might want to consider in talking to your teen about marijuana. 

Let’s get specific:

1) Marijuana is illegal. Even a first possession offense is a misdemeanor and can result in incarceration of up to six months and a fine of $500. 

2) Contrary to popular belief, NOT everybody is doing it. According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse, a recent national survey shows five out of six 10th graders and three out of four 12th graders are NOT using marijuana. So the question may be “Why pot?” Are there underlying issues (pain, loss, insecurity, etc.) that could be better addressed with healthy coping mechanisms?  

3) Research shows that kids who use marijuana in early adolescence are more likely to engage in risky behaviors that may put their futures in jeopardy, such as delinquency, violence, having multiple sexual partners, and perceiving drugs as not harmful. Because marijuana impairs judgment, adolescents are more likely to get themselves into situations in which they could be especially vulnerable to situations such as rape and assault.

4) Marijuana is especially dangerous during the brain development of the teen years.  Short term marijuana effects include: problems with memory and learning; distorted perception (sights, sounds, time, touch); trouble with thinking and problem solving); loss of motor coordination; and increased heart rate. Regular marijuana use has been shown to be associated with cognitive deficits and poor academic performance. 

5) Marijuana can lead to increased anxiety, panic attacks, depression and other mental health problems. Frequent, long-term marijuana users can show signs of amotivational syndrome --  not caring about what happens in their lives, no desire to work regularly, fatigue, and a lack of concern about how they look. As a result of these symptoms, some users tend to perform poorly in school or at work 

6) Marijuana has serious harmful effects on the skills required to drive safely: alertness, concentration, coordination, and reaction time. Marijuana use can make it difficult to judge distances and react to signals and sounds on the road, and data have also shown that while smoking marijuana, people show the same lack of coordination on standard "drunk driver" tests as people who have had too much to drink

7) Studies show that long-term use of marijuana may play a role in some kinds of cancer. Marijuana smoke contains 50-70% more carcinogenic hydrocarbons than tobacco smoke and induces high levels of an enzyme that converts certain hydrocarbons into their carcinogenic form. Puff for puff, smoking marijuana may be more harmful to the lungs than smoking tobacco.

8) Marijuana smokers may develop many of the same respiratory problems that tobacco smokers do, such as daily cough and phlegm production, more frequent acute chest illnesses, and a heightened risk of lung infections.

9) The average amount of THC, the main chemical ingredient in marijuana, has doubled since 1983 and impairs the immune system's ability to fight disease.

10) Research has now established that marijuana is psychologically addictive. Each year, more teens enter treatment with a primary diagnosis of marijuana dependence than for all other illicit drugs combined. Long-term marijuana use can lead to “tolerance,” meaning users need larger and larger amounts of marijuana to get the same effects they once got from smaller amounts.

	PEER LEADERS SPEAK OUT: 

WHAT TEENS THINK ABOUT MARIJUANA

	A recent  Q&A with the BHS Peer Ed class reveals that students tend to believe marijuana is fairly more benign and considerably safer than alcohol, exhibiting a disconnect between scientific fact and common perception. And in fact, for students under the drinking age of 21, marijuana is often much easier to obtain, making it more seductive and insidious. All but one student in the Peer Ed class reported that they would know where to get pot before the end of the school day.

What are some of the basic reasons students turn to marijuana?

Students use marijuana to relax and reduce stress, or as a way to have fun with their friends.  Some students become dependent upon marijuana as a way to reduce stress or fall asleep, but others are able to just use recreationally on weekends and it doesn’t cause a lot of problems in their life.

Why are they drawn to marijuana as opposed to alcohol? Does it offer something different, better?

Marijuana doesn’t interfere with your functioning as much, so you can smoke pot and enjoy going to a movie or other activities.  It is easier to use pot more than alcohol because you can still do your homework, or even go to classes when you are high, and you wouldn’t if you had been drinking. So it is more likely that a student would use pot on a daily basis than alcohol. Pot doesn’t make you sick like alcohol, so you don’t throw up if you have too much.  You can’t really smoke too much pot.

Do they think it’s safer than alcohol? 

Yes, pot doesn’t give you a black-out, so you don’t do stupid things that you can’t remember later.  You are less likely to make a bad decision like have unprotected sex or get in a car with someone who has been drinking.

Do you think the new law reducing the penalty for marijuana makes it seem more attractive? 

No, students weren’t really too concerned about the legal consequences of getting caught, since most students who smoke never get into legal trouble, only the students who are dealing.

Do you think teens understand the new law, that marijuana is still illegal?  

They don’t really think about the change in the law much. They know the consequences are even less now, but know it is not legal. 

When and where do most students smoke – at home, with friends, on the weekends? 

There is a real difference between the heavy users, and more recreational users.  Heavy users can smoke up to several times a day, and will even leave school during breaks to go get high.  Casual users tend to use only on weekends and in homes where parents are out.

What percentage of students at BHS do you think smoke marijuana fairly regularly? 

It really depends upon what circle you hang out with.  Students who smoke a lot think everyone else does.  Students who don’t smoke hang out with other students who don’t, so they have a different view.

What percentage of parents do you think know their teens smoke? Is there a big disconnect?

Most parents assume their teen has tried pot, but they don’t know when it

has become a problem.  Some students smoke all the time and their parents have no idea.

Have your parents had informed, informative talks with you about marijuana?

Students reported that their parents have all talked with them about marijuana.  The message almost universally was that “we know you might try it, curiosity and experimentation are a normal part of being a teenager, but don’t get the habit of using it regularly, don’t let it get in the way of your activities and achievement.”

What could they say that would make a difference, that would make students think twice before experimenting with marijuana?

Students are concerned about their future, so if they think that using pot might effect their future, then they will be less likely tosmoke.  But most students think it is ok to experiment with pot, that casual use won’t cause problems.  Important personal relationships also influence a student’s decision to use.  Wanting to be a good role model for younger siblings, or not wanting to lose their parents trust and respect are important.
 

	ONE MOTHER’S STORY: A CAUTIONARY TALE

	When did you first realize your son was using with marijuana? What was your initial response?

I learned my son was using marijuana in an end-of-school conference at the conclusion of his sophomore year at BHS.  The guidance counselor said to me (with my son present) that she believed he was using marijuana.  He denied it. I asked the guidance counselor for advice.  She said he could be tested that day at school or at the courthouse.  I told her I would take him to the courthouse immediately, which I did.  He continued to deny using marijuana right through the urine test, which was positive.  I told my son how disappointed I was in his poor-decision making -- for using marijuana and lying about it.

When did you become concerned that it was more of a serious problem?
During the first few months of my son's junior year, his grades went down and he began spending less time at home.  As he was not involved in any sports or extra-curricular activities, I suspected drug use.  After he

was caught exchanging prescription drugs with another student at BHS, I became very alarmed.  From that point on he had regular random drug-testing at the courthouse.

Were there warning signs that you missed?

I should have been more concerned when I discovered he was smoking cigarettes. He was only 16 -- not old enough to buy them, but he was able to get them anyway.  It was an indication that he was prone to addiction and had no regard for rules regarding the use of addictive substances. Also, he began to dress differently. Initially I thought it was simply a change of his taste in clothing, but I now believe his dress reflected his change of friends and his interest in drugs.

How do you feel his drug use effected his decisions, behavior and personality?

His drug use had an enormously detrimental effect on his decision-making. He chose to spend his time with other students who were involved with drug use and he had no motivation to become involved with any activities beyond going to school and playing video games.  He made more impulsive and thoughtless decisions, ranging from skipping school to stealing money.

How did you decide to send him to a treatment program? What was the process?
By the time I sent my son to a treatment program, he had failed a drug test and was warned if he failed another one he would be kicked out of the program he liked at BHS.  Despite the warning, he failed another drug test two weeks later and was kicked out of the program.  After that, he was arrested for theft.  He skipped the next appointment with his substance abuse counselor, and for me, that was the final straw.  I realized if I didn't take quick and decisive action, my son would probably end up in jail. Nonetheless, it was still a gut-wrenching decision to send him away from home.

How has treatment been helpful?

Yes.  First of all, he was put into an environment where drugs were not available -- period.  This allowed him to return to his usual self.  The therapy he received at the program was excellent and he became much more self-aware and insightful.  The program also introduced him to AA, so he now knows there is an organization available to help him stay clean and sober wherever he might be.  

Has your perspective on marijuana changed since your experience with your child?

Not really.  Although I confess to occasionally smoking marijuana during my college years, I stopped after graduating from college. It was obvious to me that marijuana has a very negative impact on motivation and

responsible, informed decision-making.  I told my children that it was a very stupid decision on my part to try marijuana and I told them to stay away from it.  Also, I believe the marijuana of today is significantly

stronger that what I tried 30 years ago.

Do you have any advice for parents who suspect that their child is abusing marijuana?

I  recommend insisting that your child have drug testing.  That way, you will know if your suspicions are correct.  If they are, then I recommend arranging for regular random drug-testing and counseling with a substance abuse counselor.



	STAY INVOLVED

	As parents, we are still our teens’ greatest influence, especially as they move through major life shifts. It’s important to stay engaged, even when our kids push us away as they strike out for more independence. The B-CASA website offers a wealth of valuable information, from parenting tips on a wide range of issues to student-suggested ideas on safe local activities/entertainment (“Where the Party At?”) The website also offers opportunities to get involved in the community to help our kids stay safe as well as lists of local and national resources/websites. Check it out!

* * *   www.BCASA.org   * * *



	LOCAL SUPPORT SERVICES

	Have a question about teen alcohol or other substance abuse? The Brookline Substance Abuse Prevention (BSAP) Team at Brookline High School provides free and confidential information, counseling, and support to students and their families for any alcohol or drug related questions or problems.  Students can come in with questions, concerns about their own use of alcohol or drugs, or how to help a friend.  Parents can call or set up an appointment to discuss any concerns they have about a child’s use of alcohol or other drugs. Whether it is early experimentation, advice on how to have proactive discussions at home, or concerns about more serious use and where to go for help, program counselors can provide confidential information and guidance. 

Program counselors can also be reached by phone and school e-mail:
   Mary Minott, 713-5155, Mary_Minott@town.Brookline.ma.us (for grades 10 & 12) 
   Hope Schroy, 713-5149,  Hope_Schroy@Brookline.k12.ma.us (grades 9 & 11).

Both are available to support elementary school children as well.


Offices are located at BHS in room 149 next door to the Nurses' Office, and at the Brookline Public Health Department (11 Pierce St.). Parents and students are welcome any time during the school day.

	OTHER RESOURCES
USEFUL WEBSITES
The MA Dept. of Public Health's free "7 Ways to Protect Your Teen from Alcohol and Other Drugs" is an excellent little booklet to have on hand — call 1-800-952-6637.


The Partnership for a Drug Free America’s  A Parent’s Guide to the Teen Brain is a fun and very informative link
www.drugfree.org/teenbrain/index.html

Students Against Destructive Decisions is another valuable resource for youth-related information, www.saddonline.com. 

Parents, TheAntiDrug  offers an  informative and accessible website for a variety of factual info and parental advice, www.theantidrug.com
www.brooklinecenter.org 
www.health.org 
www.jointogether.org
www.teens.drugabuse.gov
www.ParentlinkRI.org
www.abouthealth.com
www.wordscanwork.com
www.myspace.com/teensleadingtheway
www.teenhealthfx.com/index.php 

Referral programs:
ASAP (Children's Hospital's Adolescent Substance Abuse Program) 617-355-2727

CeASAR (Center for Adolescent Substance Abuse Research), 617-355-5433 or http://www.ceasar-boston.org/
This newsletter is available in full on the B-CASA  website:   www.BCASA.org         

or sign up on the PTO webpage. 
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