
KEY: By the time most parents talk to their kids about 
drugs and alcohol, their kids have already either used or 
been exposed to drugs and alcohol. 

• average age for first-time use of alcohol/drugs –  
        13 years for females and 11 years for males  

• By senior year: 
      - almost 70 percent of high schoolers have tried alcohol, 
   - half have taken an illegal drug, 
   - nearly 40 percent have smoked a cigarette, and  
   - more than 20 percent have used a prescription drug for  
       a nonmedical purpose. (NIDA, 2014)  

Communication—talking, listening, guiding—is key.  

 Talk with your children about difficult issues like drug and alcohol abuse and the dangers of 
prescription drug use. When they can talk honestly with you about what’s going on in their lives, you 
can guide them to make healthy, sensible decisions. 

 Children who learn about the risks of drugs from their parents are much less likely to use them.  

Here are some communication tips from Joseph Califano’s book “How to raise a drug free kid”:  

•  Early on, establish an open dialogue on a variety of topics with your children. ! 

•  Make your expectations about substance use clear to your children. ! 

•  Make talking with your children about substance use a natural part of your conversations with 
them, rather than just a one-time event. ! 
 
•  Use news events, TV shows, videos on the internet, or real-life occurrences as teaching 
opportunities. ! 

•  Be honest and focus on the facts appropriate to your child’s age. ! 

If your child asks about your history of substance use don’t lie, but first focus your response on 
your child and why he or she is asking. ! 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KEY: 
Adolescents have a greater risk of becoming addicted to drugs because the brain is still 
developing. The parts of the brain that process feelings and pain develop during 
childhood, yet the front part of the brain that helps control emotions and make responsible 
decisions don’t fully develop until a person is in his/her mid 20s.  

 
• Dopamine (a natural chemical that makes you feel good) teaches the brain to repeat 

behaviors that are pleasurable. Substances such as nicotine, alcohol, marijuana, cocaine, 
heroin, methamphetamines, and prescription drugs increase the amount of dopamine in the 
brain, which creates a strong drive to repeat pleasurable experiences.  

• The developing brain has a hard time using self-control and thinking about consequences 
(this is why children and teens are known for being risk takers). 
 

• Teach your children how drugs can damage the developing brain and put them at a higher 
risk of becoming addicted. 
 

• Use the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) and National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 
and Alcoholism (NIAAA) websites to visually show your teen how drinking and drug abuse 
can affect his or her brain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



KEY: The more often children eat dinner with their 
parents, the less likely they are to smoke, drink, or 
use drugs.  

The nightly family dinner gives families a relaxed 
environment for coming together, connecting, talking and 
listening. Being there for dinner, without TV or technology 
at the table, helps you: 

• Stay up to speed on how your kids are doing in school 
and to intervene if there’s a problem.  
 
• See how your children are doing emotionally. ! 

Here are some dinner conversation starters from Joseph 
A. Califano’s book, “How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid:” 

 

For preteens, appropriate conversation starters might be questions about their world:  
 
    • What are the best and worst things that happened today?  
    • What do you like about your friends? ! 
   • What’s your favorite toy (or game)? ! 
    • Using one word, how would you describe your family? ! 
    • What do you want to be when you grow up? ! 

For teens, dinner conversations are the perfect opportunity to instill values in your children. Talk 
about current events, family matters, topics that interest your family (film, sports, philosophy, politics, 
religion), goals, difficult situations, and questions like: ! 

• What are the best and worst things that happened today? ! 
• Did you see anything cool on YouTube today? ! 
• Who’s your favorite teacher (coach, role model) and why? ! 
• What’s your favorite subject in school? ! 
• What would you do if your best friend started using marijuana (OxyContin, Xanax, cocaine)? 

If you can’t make family dinners, seek out other times to have these conversations (i.e. in the car on 
the way to school or some activity, while watching TV, or playing a family game).  

Other ways to create regular family time with your kids if your schedule doesn’t permit family dinners 
are:  

• Have breakfast together. ! 
• Take your child out to lunch once a week or once in a while. ! 
• Go for walks together after work/school or on the weekends. ! 
• Take advantage of one-on-one time in the car; offer to drive your kids to or!from school, to  
   their activities, friends’ houses, movies. ! 
• Take mini-holidays together, such as afternoon trips to visit family, or go to museums, parks,  
   or other towns.  

Use dinnertime as an opportunity to monitor your child’s emotional and mental well-being. Sudden 
changes (beyond typical teenage mood swings) may help you spot signs of substance use early 
on.” ! 

 



 

KEY: There are certain periods when kids are more 
likely to try drugs. These periods usually center around 
major transition times (such as entering high school) or 
at specific times (such as after school or at a friend’s 
party). Be on the lookout for changes in your child’s 
attitudes about tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs and 
provide appropriate support, encouragement, and 
discipline.  

High-risk periods include:  

Entering middle school: As boys and girls enter middle 
school, they are exposed to substance abuse because 
their peers may smoke, drink, or use marijuana. Witnessing 
such conduct, especially by kids they’d like to be like, or be 
liked by, can affect their view of substance abuse.  

(Excerpt from: Joseph A. Califano. “How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid.” Touchstone.)  

Puberty: Puberty brings emotional and behavioral changes, such as increased risk taking and 
pleasure-seeking for boys, and anxiety and depression in girls.  

Entering High School: in high school are nearly twice as likely as those in middle school to say that 
drugs are kept, sold, or used on school grounds because each year, these substances will become 
more available to them.  
(Excerpt from: Joseph A. Califano. “How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid.” Touchstone.)  

The hours after school: Most smoking, drinking, and drug use among teens occurs after school while 
hanging out with one another, unsupervised by adults. Knowing where your children are and 
insuring proper supervision after school can reduce the likelihood that they will spend that time 
drinking or using drugs.  

- Kids who participate in an extra-curricular activity use drugs less often than those who are not 
involved. (Excerpt from: Joseph A. Califano. “How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid.” Touchstone.)  

Parties at friends’ houses: Teens say they begin using drugs because of the peer pressure they 
experience and curiosity. 

To offset these high-risk times, Dr. Joseph A. Califano offers the following tips:  
     • Reinforce parental messages and ask more questions about substance use during  
        the transition times. !    
     • Be present when children are socializing in your home.            
     • Don’t let your children attend parties where adults are not present or where !alcohol or  
        drugs are. ! 
     • Be awake when your teen comes home at night and talk to him. ! 
     • Know your child’s friends and who your child is dating. Create opportunities to speak to or  
       get acquainted with their parents as well. ! 
    • Discourage your teenager from dating someone two or three years older. !   
    • Make your home the fun place for the kids to hang out. ! 

 

  



 

KEY: The early signs of substance use are subtle, if not 
obscure. That’s why it is so important to recognize the 
risk factors. Early signs of substance abuse are often 
very similar to normal teenage behavioral changes, 
such as mood swings, erratic sleeping patterns, an 
increased demand for privacy, and changes in friends. 
To differentiate between normal teen behavior and 
indications that your child might be using drugs and 
need your help, look for the Siren Signals! (Excerpt 
from: Joseph A. Califano “How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid,” 
Touchstone)  

Califano says, “Siren Signals” are behaviors that should 
prompt parents to ask additional questions and monitor 
their child’s behavior more closely than usual including:  
 

     • Dropping old friends and getting new ones ! 
     • Borrowing or stealing money ! 
     • Dropping activities ! 
     • Increased secrecy ! 
     • Missing or skipping school ! 
     • Declining grades ! 
     • Constant discipline problems ! 
     • Irritability ! 
     • Depression ! 
     • Sleeping too much or too little ! 
     • Loss of interest regarding physical appearance or personal hygiene  
 
!If you are concerned that your child is using drugs or alcohol, consider taking the following steps: ! 

     • Search his bedroom, backpack, or other personal space. Your child get angry, but  
        remind him that you will do whatever it takes to keep him healthy, safe, and substance-free. ! 
     • Set limits and enforce consequences for your teen. ! 
     • Discuss your concerns with him when he is sober. Explain why you are worried and  
        provide explicit examples. Be prepared for him to get angry or to possibly act hurt. If your child 
is using drugs or alcohol, and your intuition tells you he is in trouble, seek advice from your child’s 
doctor or a professional experienced in drug and alcohol abuse and addiction.  

Califano says, some of the general symptoms that may reveal current drug abuse:  
     • Excessive talking, rapid or slurred speech ! 
     • Bizarre or paranoid comments ! 
     • Excessive forgetfulness ! 
     • Difficulty expressing thoughts  
     • Bloodshot eyes and use of eye drops to clear red eyes or dilated or very small pupils ! 
     • Excessive sweating, jitters, jaw-clenching, and jumpiness 
     • Nodding off (eyes closing, head falling forward) 
     !• Popping breath mints, chewing gum, or drinking a flavored drink before talking to you  
     • Missing prescription drugs like OxyContin, Vicodin, or Xanax 
     !• Possession of drug paraphernalia such as tin foil, rolling papers, pipes, straws, plastic bags ! 
     • Increased accumulation of inhalable products such as glue, hairspray, or nail polish 
     !• Increased accumulation of over-the-counter cold medicine 
     !• Use of incense, room deodorant, etc. to hide smoke or chemical odors on clothing or in a room!” 
     Excerpt from: Joseph A. Califano. “How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid.” Touchstone  


