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Students in my Human Development II course do group presentations on stages of human development and one of the presentations is on adolescence. Included are such topics as sex education, suicide, teen pregnancy, and substance abuse. I have been teaching this and related courses for several years, and often my students mention the drug education program in their high schools and rarely, if ever, are these programs described in a favorable light. More likely they are seen as a joke. In my first teaching job, I had to teach a unit on drug prevention to a group of  preadolescent students with severe emotional disturbance. A few of my students were substance abusers, and they were the ones who got the highest marks in their knowledge of the effects of drugs. One student, who said that he had never taken drugs and didn’t plan to, resented the time given to this drug unit. He didn’t even do well on the test. At that point I seriously questioned the effectiveness of drug education - or at least the kind of education that assumed that drug knowledge, tee shirts and cheerleading were all that kids needed to stay away from drugs. The more I heard student testimonies and read about popular anti-drug programs, the more I became skeptical of them. These programs appear to be less about meeting students’ real social and emotional needs and more about giving facts, just saying no and sloganeering. Most, if not all, of the drug educators are not certified teachers and, in the course of presenting the program, they have made many pedagogical errors the most important of which is to assume that telling is teaching. 

The most important consideration in the prevention of substance abuse involves the reasons why children use drugs in the first place. Any intervention plan that doesn’t consider causes is doomed to failure. So why do kids take drugs? Some of the reasons include adolescent experimentation, curiosity, egocentric and short-term thinking (i.e., only other kids will overdose, live for today, etc.), a lack of meaning and goals in their lives, a feeling of emptiness, loneliness and boredom, to enhance performance in sports, a perception of invincibility, a way to avoid personal problems and pressures, mental health problems, feelings of inadequacy, unpopularity, social awkwardness, having models in their lives who abuse drugs and alcohol, wanting to fit in and be part of the group, having authoritarian or permissive parents, rebellion against authority, masking low self-esteem, thrill seeking, wanting to grow up fast, taking risks, expressing their independence, and 

looking cool.

If these needs are closely examined, it is clear that substantive changes in the lives of teenagers need to occur in order for them to resist the tendency to use drugs. It is likewise apparent that superficial methods will have little or no effect on preventing or stopping substance abuse. For example, researchers like  Dennis Rosenbaum, head of the criminal justice department at the University of Illinois at Chicago, studied the effects of popular drug programs. He compared schools with and without these programs, and found that students participating in such programs used drugs in high school at the same rate as those in schools that did not have these programs. Chip Rowe, a critic of these programs, raised some issues about them. He asks, “Is there an alternative to (such) entrenched programs...? Some people believe the truth would work. Imagine a curriculum that honestly addressed questions such as "Why do people take drugs?" "Why do people stop taking drugs?" and "Why can't some people stop taking drugs?" 

Steve Levein, staff writer of the Pittsburgh Post Gazette, noted that these programs were in 75 percent of the nation’s schools. He said that of all the drug programs currently available, the most popular one was shown the least effective: “while the one-shot...approach can produce initial improvements in students' attitudes and resistance toward drugs, those changes don't last over the long run...Other research shows that...drug-prevention curricula are more effective only when conducted over a period of years or when coupled with other prevention programs”. Also, “ students who (participated in these program) were more likely to have tried marijuana than students who did not. Numerous studies on popular drug education programs have all come to the same conclusion and that is that the amount of money spent on them cannot be justified by their results”.

Perhaps the worst thing about these programs is not their ineffectiveness per se but the popular perception that they are doing the job. Such a perception leads to a false sense of security that our children will not use drugs because the drug educator is on the scene. Such a belief prevents any attempt to find genuine solutions to the problem. This is because people believe that because drug education is solving the problem, there is no reason to look elsewhere for a solution. This kind of thinking gets a lot of kids killed.

The ineffectiveness of drug education comes as no surprise because what young people really need to stay off drugs is not a bunch of facts or feel good rituals. 

What they need instead is to fill the void they feel that makes them turn to drugs in the first place. Many of our young people are running on empty, and  having so many children quitting school at 16 is an indication that many schools are not meaningful and caring places to be in.

If schools are really serious about keeping kids off drugs. they will have to substantively address the developmental needs of young people rather than using band aid approaches that do not create deep and lasting change. For example, young adolescents need three major areas addressed before their inner lives can be enriched enough to develop resistance skills. The first is the need to experience a sense of significance. This means that students need to have their unique, individual strengths and talents identified and exhibited. This helps form their identities, develops in them a sense of accomplishment, and provides them with a natural high that no drug can compete with. The second thing they need is a sense of competence. This suggests that we use teaching practices that motivate students, accommodate their learning styles, aptitudes and interests and connect them with the natural environment and community. This helps them see the relevance of what they are learning and its connections to their lives. Finally, they need to experience a sense of power. This means that schools need to be more democratic and empowering of young people. Passivity, submissiveness, conformity and obedience only serve to increase a sense of powerlessness among students. This leads to dependency which is a universal characteristic of those who abuse drugs. 

If middle schools and high schools do more to focus on what preadolescents and adolescents need, then cosmetic drug education programs wouldn’t be resorted to in the first place. The problem is that communities love their drug education programs too much for their own good. Drug abuse has not substantially been reduced since drug education has been implemented. In fact, the United States is the leading country in substance abuse. As long as children feel empty on the inside, they will continue to fall victim to the quick fix and easy high. Let’s really get serious about solving the problem by educating the whole child with an excellent, world class education.

 

   
