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Teens and Prescription Drugs 
 While the use of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs use is declining 

overall, a new threat is emerging; more teens are abusing 
prescription drugs- more than any illicit drug, except marijuana.  

 
 The abuse of prescription medications—the very same drugs used 

to legitimately relieve pain, and treat conditions like anxiety, 
depression, sleep disorders, or ADHD in some people—is a growing 
and under-recognized problem that puts young lives at risk. 
 

 1 in 5 teens (or 4.5 million) has deliberately abused these drugs. 
 

 1 in 3 teens surveyed says there is “nothing wrong” when using 
prescription drugs “every once and a while.” 
 

 Every day, 2,500 youth (12-17) abuse a prescription pain reliever for 
the very first time. 



More on Teens and  
Prescription Drugs 

 
 One in five teens (or 4.5 million) report using prescription 

medication recreationally- either to get high or because 
they believe these medications might ease symptoms 
stress or depression.  
 

 It’s surprisingly easy for teens to get their hands on 
prescription drugs from their families’ medicine cabinets, 
someone’s purse or even a schoolmate’s locker. 



Drug and Alcohol use in the U.S. 
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The Most Commonly  
Abused Drugs 

The most commonly used prescription drugs are: 
 

 Opioid analgesics (for example: Vicodin, OxyContin, Percocet, methadone) 
that are used to relieve pain; they work by blocking pain messages from 
reaching the brain; 
 

 Stimulants (for example, Ritalin, Concerta, Adderall) that are used to treat 
narcolepsy, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and other 
conditions; these drugs speed up brain activity causing increased 
alertness, attention, and energy that come with elevated blood pressure, 
increased heart rate and breathing; and 
 

 Sedatives/tranquilizers (for example, Valium, Xanax, Ativan, Klonopin, 
Ambien) that are used to treat anxiety, tension, panic attacks, and sleep 
disorders; these medications slow down or “depress” the functions of the 
brain and central nervous system. 
 

 



Prescription Drugs are  
Easily Accessible 

 Teens are abusing prescription drugs because they are  
 widely available, free or inexpensive, and they believe 
  they are not as risky as street drugs.  
 
 70% of people who abuse prescription pain relievers say they 

got them from friends or relatives.  
 
 64% of teens (12-17) who have abused pain relievers say they got 

them from friends or relatives, often without their knowledge.  
 
 46% of teens say they got prescription pain relievers for free from a 

relative or friend.  
 
 8% say they bought pain relievers from a friend or relative, and 

another 10 % say they took the drugs without asking.  
 



Are any of these prescription medications easily 
accessible around your home? 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Communities That Care of Lorain County has poster size charts available. 



A Risky Combination 
 Teens who abuse prescription or OTC drugs may be abusing other 

substances as well. Sometimes they abuse prescription and OTC 
drugs together with alcohol or other drugs, which can lead to 
dangerous consequences, including death.  

 
 49% of teens who have abused prescription painkillers also report 

use of two or more other drugs, most commonly alcohol (81%) and 
marijuana (58%).  

 
 60 % engaged in binge drinking in the past month. In the past year, 

84 % used illicit drugs, two-thirds used marijuana, and 66% abused 
prescription drugs.  
 
 
 



Know the Warning Signs 
 Knowing the early warning signs and where to go for help are basics every school counselor should 

be familiar with to effectively fight prescription drug abuse in their schools. 
 
 Warning signs include, but are not limited to: 
 
 Bloodshot eyes  
 Slurred or agitated speech  
 Sudden or dramatic weight loss or gain  
 Skin abrasions/bruises  
 Neglected appearance/poor hygiene  
 Sick more frequently  
 Accidents or injuries  
 Hiding use; lying and covering up  
 Loss of control or choice of use (drug-seeking behavior)  
 Loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities  
 Emotional instability  
 Hyperactive or hyper-aggressive  
 Depression  
 Missing school  
 Failure to fulfill responsibilities at school  
 Complaints from teachers or classmates  
 Reports of intoxication at school  

 
 If you suspect that one of your students is abusing prescription drugs or illegal drugs, you are 

obligated by state law to report it.  



Schools Matter 
Schools are uniquely positioned to identify and help prevent prescription and over-the-counter 
drug abuse among teens. Whether you are a teacher, athletic coach, librarian, guidance 
counselor or other school-based mentor, you can take steps to help prevent prescription drug 
abuse. 

 
 Students spend at least 7 hours at school each day; for some students this is actually 

more time than they spend with their parents. 
 

 For students who don’t have strong support at home, school may be the only place they 
have access to a supportive adult 

 
 Because adolescents can sometimes “tune out” their parents, teachers have the chance 

to make a connection and reinforce healthy life choices. A teen may roll their eyes at a 
parent, but may listen to a teacher they trust. 
 

 Teachers and coaches are often the ones who overhear Monday morning conversations 
about the weekend’s activities. Teens often speak more freely in front of teachers or 
coaches than parents. 
 

 Teachers and coaches may see behavior changes before parents do—a slip in academic 
or athletic performance, acting out in class or unexplained absences—and can intervene 
early. 



How You Can Help 
 Talk to your students about prescription drug abuse 
 
 Alert parents if you are concerned about their child 
 
 Provide a safe and open environment for your students to talk about 

abuse issues 
 
 Hold interactive discussions with your students to dispel myths and 

give them the fact 
 

 Encourage students to speak with you or another faculty member if 
they suspect a friend may have a problem 

 
 Listen! Be observant of behaviors, conversations, social networking, 

etc. for signs of prescription drug abuse. 



Additional Resources 
 Communities That Care of Lorain County 
 www.ctcloraincounty.org 
 National Association of School Nurses 
 www.nasn.org 
 National Institute on Drug Abuse 
 www.nida.nih.gov/parent-teacher.html 
 Parents. The Anti Drug 
 www.theantidrug.com/resources 
 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 

(SAMHSA) 
 www.samhsa.gov/ 

 



Additional Professional Resources 
 
 Counseling the Adolescent Substance Abuser: School-based Intervention and Prevention 

(1994) provides the information needed to offer effective counseling services and 
prevention programs to all adolescents. It gives an overview of the drug problem, 
describes how school professionals can intervene, and shows how to address the 
treatment needs of addicted teens and their families within the school setting. Marlene 
Miziker Gonet.  

 
 Drug Abuse Prevention: A School and Community Partnership (2nd Ed.) (2003) shows 

teachers, guidance counselors, public health educators, and social workers how to plan 
and implement successful drug abuse prevention programs. Richard W. Wilson, Cheryl 
Kolander 
 

 Helping Students Overcome Substance Abuse: Effective Practices for Prevention and 
Intervention (2007) shows ways to identify students at risk and implement programs that 
meet a broad continuum of needs. Provides both prevention and intervention coverage for 
middle and high school settings. Jason J. Burrow-Sanchez, Leanne S. Hawken.  
 

 Schools: School Based Education for Drug Abuse Prevention (2005)  
 

 Substance Abuse: Information for School Counselors, Social Workers, Therapists, and 
Counselors (2000) provides updated coverage and clinical examples on different treatment 
models. A detailed overview for school counselors, social workers and students. Gary L. 
Fisher, Thomas C. Harrison.  
 

 Understanding Drugs: A Handbook for Parents, Teachers and Other Professionals 
(ManchesterMetropolitanUniversity Education Series) (1996) David Emmett and Graeme 
Nice  
 

http://books.google.ca/books?id=B5FHAAAAMAAJ&q=adolescent+substance&dq=adolescent+substance&lr=&ei=elErSPezE52YtAPZ0PH3Ag&pgis=1�
http://books.google.ca/books?id=B5FHAAAAMAAJ&q=adolescent+substance&dq=adolescent+substance&lr=&ei=elErSPezE52YtAPZ0PH3Ag&pgis=1�
http://books.google.ca/books?id=B5FHAAAAMAAJ&q=adolescent+substance&dq=adolescent+substance&lr=&ei=elErSPezE52YtAPZ0PH3Ag&pgis=1�
http://books.google.com/books?id=Cm1MfcBSucUC&pg=PA55&dq=relapse&lr=&sig=ZHy5pqHcNSxiLO2YYfvsNkDM3jM&vq=%22Recent+Developments+in+Alcoholism%22&source=gbs_book_citations_r&cad=2_0�
http://books.google.com/books?id=Cm1MfcBSucUC&pg=PA55&dq=relapse&lr=&sig=ZHy5pqHcNSxiLO2YYfvsNkDM3jM&vq=%22Recent+Developments+in+Alcoholism%22&source=gbs_book_citations_r&cad=2_0�
http://books.google.com/books?id=T4ZHAAAAMAAJ&q=adolescent+substance&dq=adolescent+substance&lr=&ei=IgotSOLcJ43itAPJzpiFAw&pgis=1�
http://books.google.com/books?id=T4ZHAAAAMAAJ&q=adolescent+substance&dq=adolescent+substance&lr=&ei=IgotSOLcJ43itAPJzpiFAw&pgis=1�
http://books.google.ca/books?id=O9sf3j05q1wC�
http://books.google.ca/books?id=C21HAAAAMAAJ&q=adolescent+substance&dq=adolescent+substance&lr=&ei=coIrSJ7bJ4KKswOI0f35Ag&pgis=1�
http://books.google.ca/books?id=C21HAAAAMAAJ&q=adolescent+substance&dq=adolescent+substance&lr=&ei=coIrSJ7bJ4KKswOI0f35Ag&pgis=1�
http://books.google.ca/books?id=dnJHAAAAMAAJ&q=Understanding+Drugs:+A+Handbook+for+Parents,+Teachers+and+Other+Professionals&dq=Understanding+Drugs:+A+Handbook+for+Parents,+Teachers+and+Other+Professionals&ei=9HKRR83KEabutAPX89RB&pgis=1�
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