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FACTS ON SUBSTANCE AWARENESS FOR MIDDLE SCHOOL
The developing adolescent brain is programmed for experimentation, which is a large part of why kids are often drawn to risky behavior involving alcohol, marijuana, tobacco and drugs. In addition, adolescents’ attitudes toward substance use and their perception of the attendant risks significantly impact their behavior. For example, nationally only 40% of adolescents perceive great harm in having five or more drinks at a time (bingeing) once or twice a week. In fact, many believe that the benefits of drinking (feeling relaxed, fitting in with peers, etc.) are more likely to occur than the drawbacks (getting sick, serious health issues, etc.) And though adolescents drink less frequently than adults, they usually drink with the intention of getting drunk. This makes it critical for parents to weigh in early and often with rules and expectations regarding the use of any substances. Below are some facts to include in your conversation.

FACTS ABOUT ALCOHOL

Alcohol is illegal under the age of 21.

Alcohol is a depressant that affects every part of the body, including the central nervous system and brain. 

Alcohol can make you feel relaxed, or can make you more aggressive. Unfortunately, it also lowers inhibitions, which can lead to risky and embarrassing behavior.

It can impair the parts of the brain that control:

    * Motor coordination -- the ability to walk, drive and process information.

    * Impulse control -- lowered inhibitions increase the chances you will do something you will regret when you are sober.

    * Memory -- impaired recollection and even blackouts can occur when too much alcohol has been consumed.

    * Judgment and decision making capacity -- drinking can lead you to engage in risky behaviors that can result in illness, injury and even death.

FACTS ABOUT MARIJUANA

Research shows that marijuana use is associated with decreased motivation, lack of engagement in extra curricular activities, poor school performance, and dropping out of school.

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. 

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. 

Puff for puff, smoking marijuana may be more harmful to the lungs than smoking tobacco.

Marijuana smoke contains 50-70% more carcinogenic hydrocarbons than tobacco smoke and studies show that long-term use of marijuana may play a role in some kinds of cancer.

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.

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.

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.

FACTS ABOUT TOBACCO

Smoking doesn’t just affect your lungs and heart, but damages overall health. Within seconds of inhaling, not just nicotine but roughly 4,000 toxic substances are absorbed into your bloodstream and travel to every part of your body. It also ages skin, stains teeth, gives you bad breath, makes you more susceptible to colds, and decreases stamina.

The risks are not irreversible – smoking for as little as five years can cause permanent damage to the body, from lungs and heart to bones and skin.

Cigarettes alone cause more deaths than cocaine, auto accidents, AIDS, alcohol, heroin, fire, suicide and homicide combined.

Once you start smoking cigarettes, you may not be able to stop. Even very occasional smoking can very quickly become addictive. Nicotine is as addicting as heroine or cocaine, and quitting is extremely painful, both physically and psychologically The more you smoke, the more your body craves it.

90% of smokers are firmly addicted before reaching age 19, and the average smoker is unable to stop for 17 years.

Smoking is NOT cool, and 70% of teens who smoke, say they wish they hadn’t started. 

FACTS ABOUT PRESCRIPTION AND OVER-THE-COUNTER DRUGS

Prescription drugs can be very dangerous and extremely addictive if used incorrectly.

Specific drugs in carefully considered dosages are prescribed to specific people for specific conditions, and these drugs should only be taken by those for whom they were prescribed.

Many drugs designed to have a specific effect for one condition can have disastrous effects if taken by someone without that condition.

Even over-the-counter drugs can have very serious side effects if used improperly.

Mixing drugs together or with other substances (alcohol, marijuana) can be more than doubly dangerous – it can be deadly.

GENERAL TIPS FOR PARENTS

    * Spend time together regularly.

    * Listen and talk with your children. Try to understand the pressures placed on them and don't criticize their beliefs.

    * Keep track of where your children are, what they are doing, and who their friends are.

    * Get them involved in after-school activities so they won’t be able to just "hang out" with friends in the afternoon. This is when children are most likely to experiment.

    * Praise or reward children often. If they feel good about themselves, they will be more confident and better able to resist peer pressure.

    * Be a positive role model for your children. Don't abuse alcohol or drugs.
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AWARE is a collaborative educational program by law enforcement officers, educators, students, parents, and community to reduce risky behavior among Brookline youth, from drug and alcohol abuse to cyberbullying and relationship violence. Classroom presentations are designed to help students recognize and resist the pressures that influence them to engage in unhealthy behavior.

