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According to World Health Organization (WHO), substance abuse is 

"persistent or sporadic drug use inconsistent with or unrelated to acceptable medical 

practice". Among young people, students are the most vulnerable group as the 

initiation into substance abuse first starts during this period. This is notably because 

youth is a time for experimentation and identity forming among others. Increasing 

substance abuse and its impact on physical and psychosocial health is a public health 

concern affecting the early youth and subsequently the whole life of the individuals. 

Article 47 of the Constitution of India also specifically mandated the State to work 

towards prohibiting the consumption of intoxicating substances except for medicinal 

purpose. However, it has been reported that in India 20 million children a year and 

nearly 55,000 children a day are drawn into tobacco addition 

(http://www.childlineindia.org.in). Particularly disturbing fact is that the age of 

initiation of abuse is progressively falling. Therefore, the prime focus of the National 

Drug Demand Reduction Policy 2013 is to provide education and awareness building 

regarding the harmful effects of substance abuse. Hence, educational institution 

counsellors, teachers, administrators and others can provide timely and relevant 

interventions for adolescents with substance abuse issues through different types of 

institutional interventions. It also requires comprehensive prevention and control 

programs in these institutions.   

In the light of the above, the present paper provides an account on the 

prevalence of substance abuse among adolescents, its impact on their learning 

outcomes/ academic performance, the need and importance of educational 

interventions in helping such types of adolescents.  
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Introduction 

The period of adolescence as per WHO is from 10 to 19 years and according 

to Wigfield, Byrnes, and Eccles, 2006, adolescence is a critical juncture in 

achievement. Therefore, the growing incidence of drug abuse, tobacco and alcohol 

consumption among adolescents has to be taken up seriously; especially the use and 

abuse of drugs should not be ignored. If left untreated, Adolescence may develop into 

drug dependence. Hence, adolescence should be made aware that substance starts 

with fun and that one day it will end up their life. 

However, the effects of substance abuse are school/ college/ institute/ 

university drop- out/ retention/ wastage and stagnation, poor social coping skills, poor 

judgment, low self-esteem, disturb or broken family, affect financial stability, 

accidents, criminal activities, violence, suicide, self-destructive behaviour, unplanned 

and unsafe sex, liver failure, heart, kidney, lungs problems, and cancer. It affects the 

function of the brain and nervous system, disinterested in studies & other areas, 

decreased attention span, easily distracted and academic deterioration. An emerging 
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trend about child drug abusers is the use of a cocktail of drugs through injection, and 

often sharing the same needle, which increases their risk of HIV infection.  

Warning Signs 

Teachers, parents, administrators, peer groups, classmates, friends, counsellors 

and others who are in direct contact with the adolescence may mark these warning 

signs both physically as well as behaviourally among substance abusers. Physical 

warning signs, which we may notice, are restless and irritable, mood swings, red or 

glassy eyes/ eyes that are bloodshot, fatigued, worsening health as well as mental 

health problems. Further, other signs would be frequent nosebleeds, changes in 

appetite or sleep patterns, sudden weight loss or weight gain, seizures without a 

history of epilepsy, deterioration in personal grooming or physical appearance, 

injuries/accidents, unusual smells on breath, body, or clothing, shakes, tremors, 

incoherent or slurred speech, impaired or unstable coordination among others. 

Apart from physical warning signs the behavioural warning signs may include 

sudden or gradual changes in behavior, repeated absentees, avoiding regular friends, 

aloofness, disinterested in studies, decreased attention span and easily distracted, 

academic deterioration, drop in attendance and performances at school, loss of interest 

in other curricular activities. There is also the unusual or unexplained need for money, 

borrowing /stealing, silent, withdrawn, engaging in secretive behaviours, sudden 

change in relationships, friends and hobbies, frequently getting into trouble 

(arguments, fights, accidents etc). The unexplained change in personality or attitude, 

sudden mood changes, periods of unusual hyperactivity or agitation, appearing 

lethargic or “spaced out”, appearing fearful, anxious, or paranoid, with no apparent 

reason among others are also a warning sign.  

 

How Can We Help?  

Head of the institutions, teachers, parents, counsellors and others can help 

them by being their role model. Good modeling by parents, teachers, head of the 

institutions, counsellors and others is very important. They have to stay involved with 

them, be aware of changed behaviors and question doubtful behaviors. Upon 

suspicion or confirmation immediate help/ support is required and at the same time let 

them know that they are there for them fully and unconditionally. At this stage one 

should hold back from asking a lot of questions, but make it clear that they are ready 

and willing to provide whatever support they need. Moreover, they may establish 

rules, be consistent and share with them the knowledge about drug or educate them 

about it when appropriate. For them the application of life skills such as social, 

thinking and emotional skills is equally important. Other things may include active 

involvement of parents, parental/ family attachment, active parental monitoring of 

behaviour, clear parental rules and internalize of societal norms against drugs use.  

One should (i) be very gentle but persistent and should not give up if they (children/ 

student) shut out at first and should also be respectful of their comfort level while still 

emphasizing on the concern and willingness to listen- listen without lecturing. (ii) 

Resist any urge to criticize/ pass judgment once they begin to talk. The important 

thing is that they are communicating. (iii) Avoid offering unsolicited advice or 

ultimatums as well. (iv) validate their feelings even if their feelings or concerns 

appear silly or irrational (v) acknowledge the pain and sadness s/ he is feeling.  
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Research Findings 

While reviewing the related literature, it was found out that there are many 

research studies that have been reported that majority of substance abusers either 

never went to school (54.4%) or were school drop-outs and illiteracy (51.7%) 

(Sarangi,  Acharya, and Panigrahi, 2008). Increases in alcohol consumption result in 

small yet statistically significant reductions in GPA (Balsa, Giuliano, and French 

2012). A comparative study indicates that compared with their non-smoking peers, 

students who smoke marijuana tend to get lower grades and are more likely to drop 

out of high school. Another research study reveals that the use of substance abuse 

results in truancy, school dropout, anxiety, depression and increased risks of later 

substance use (Tsering,  Pal, and  Dasgupta, 2010). It was found out by Qadri, Goel, 

Singh, Ahluwalia, Pathak and Bashir (2013)  that overall 42% of school children were 

using more than one drug combination.  

Cross- sectional studies have revealed significant associations between 

cannabis use and a range of measures of educational performance including lower 

grade point average, less satisfaction with school, negative attitudes to school, 

increased rates of school absenteeism and poor school performance. Nonetheless, a 

number of prospective longitudinal studies have indicated that early cannabis use may 

significantly increase risks of subsequent poor school performance and, in particular, 

early school leaving. Possible mechanisms underlying an association between early 

cannabis use and educational attainment include the possibility that cannabis use 

induces 'a motivational syndrome' or that cannabis use causes cognitive impairment 

(Lynskey and Hall 2000). Other study shows that increasing cannabis use was 

associated with increasing risks of leaving school without qualifications (Fergusson, 

Horwood and Beautrais 2003). A study on weekly cannabis use, when assessed 

prospectively, was associated with significantly increased risk of early school- leaving 

(Lynskey, Coffey, Degenhardt, Carlin and Patton 2003). It has also been found out 

that early adolescent marijuana use is related to later adolescent problems that limit 

the acquisition of skills necessary for employment and heighten the risks of 

contracting HIV and abusing legal and illegal substances and early adolescent 

marijuana use increased the risk in late adolescence of not graduating from high 

school (Brook, Balka, and Whiteman 1999). Another study indicates that increases in 

alcohol consumption result in small yet statistically significant reductions in GPA for 

male students (Balsa,  Giuliano, and  French 2012). 

 Research has also shown that marijuana's negative effects on attention, 

memory, and learning can last for days or weeks after the acute effects of the drug 

wear off. Consequently, someone who smokes marijuana daily may be functioning at 

a reduced intellectual level most or all of the time. Not surprisingly, evidence suggests 

that, compared with their non-smoking peers, students who smoke marijuana tend to 

get lower grades and are more likely to drop out of high school. A meta- analysis of 

48 relevant studies found out that cannabis use to be associated consistently with 

reduced educational attainment (e.g., grades and chances of graduating) 

(http://www.drugabuse.gov). King & Meehan et.al (2012) have established that drug 

abuse could result from many variables, with poor academic performance being a key 

variable in explaining students initial and continued abuse of drugs 

(http://www.studymode.com). 

 On interpreting another case, most of the patients were from lower to middle 

socio-economic background and had decline in scholastic performance. Most of them 

started inhalant abuse in early adolescence before shifting to other substances. All the 

patients except one reported using inhalants as first addictive substance because of 

http://www.ijcm.org.in/searchresult.asp?search=&author=Lisa+Sarangi&journal=Y&but_search=Search&entries=10&pg=1&s=0
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http://www.ijcm.org.in/searchresult.asp?search=&author=Om+P+Panigrahi&journal=Y&but_search=Search&entries=10&pg=1&s=0
http://www.ijcm.org.in/searchresult.asp?search=&author=Om+P+Panigrahi&journal=Y&but_search=Search&entries=10&pg=1&s=0
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their easy accessibility, cheap price, faster onset of action and the regular 'high' that it 

provided. Inhalants are frequently the first mood- altering drugs used by children and 

adolescents. Inhalants cause a fleeting sense of wellbeing, but users frequently get 

psychologically and physically dependent over them. Almost all of the substances of 

this class are capable of producing dependence, abuse, and intoxication but there 

remains uncertainty in regard to the existence of tolerance or withdrawal syndromes 

Basu, Jhirwal, Singh, Kumar and Mattoo (2004). A study of prevalence of drug abuse 

in aged 15 years & above in the urban slum community of Mumbai indicates that 

72.1% of drug abusers were either illiterate or primary or middle school educated 

(Chaturvedi, 2010). 

From the above mentioned studies, it is realized that educational intervention 

is very vital to be taken up by the educational institutions with commitment and 

dedication so as to help the adolescence cope up and prevent themselves from the use 

of these harmful substances. 

 

Educational Intervention 

Educational institutions are often recognized as important sites for efforts 

towards prevention of substance use among adolescents. They being an essential part 

in a student's life can include and promote an effective and healthy life-style. 

Interventions that enhance parental self-efficacy in conveying and enforcing attitude 

shaping for their children could reduce adolescent substance use. Healthy substance 

uses control programs, focusing on youth, are essential, to reduce the burden of 

related diseases. School/ college/ institution/ university substance use ‘health policy’ 

is a key component of health promotion. Such policy describes the framework within 

which the whole educational institution community manages issues relating to 

substance use. The intervention strategies often include providing factual information 

about substance use, management of alcohol, tobacco and drug-related incidents, 

imparting life skills training, legislation relevant to substance misuse and provision of 

staff training.  

Other interventions may include organisation of class talk on substance abuse, 

its ill effects, coping with stress, dealing with pressures & emotions and other related 

topics. Educational institution can also conduct a group discussion on drug/ substance 

abuse, its consequences and other related topics. A workshop may be organised to 

help students develop skills to cope up with substance abuse. The educational 

institution can set up a counselling cell along, with a full-time counsellor where s/he 

can take up counselling cases like individual counselling, group counselling, peer 

counselling and parental counselling. Besides, s/ he can administer different types of 

psychological testing to the students. Hence, setting up of a psychological laboratory 

is essential in the educational institution.  A part- time doctor maybe appointed in the 

educational institution in preventing students from substance abuse. Surprise checking 

at regular intervals may be taken up seriously especially in the school from time to 

time. Another intervention that the educational institution can take up is to introduce a 

substance use prevention policy in their concern institution to educate students about 

various adverse effects and to impart refusal skills. This will be effective among the 

adolescents. The educational institution can start a campaign to prevent tobacco and 

alcohol use in their respective institution. This may include health education about 

substance use and its adverse effects, provision for training and staff development. 

Efforts to control the problem in this age-group should also target their parents, their 

family members and siblings. They should be involved in the institution educational 

programmes concerning substance use. Periodic surveys, possibly every 1- 2 year, 
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would be useful in evaluating the impact of the preventive measures. Substance use 

surveys among students provide useful information about the extent and pattern of 

substance use among them.  

 

Suggestions  

The high prevalence of substance abuse among adolescence points out the necessity 

for a comprehensive strategy to curb the problem. Hence, very pragmatic approaches 

to address the problem which may be taken up by various educational institutions are 

as under. 

(i) Incorporation of drug related concerns in the curriculum (school, college, institution, 

teacher education, university etc.,) and incorporation of preventive education in these 

curriculums. 

(ii) Utilizing services of counselors, doctors in drug prevention strategies at all 

educational level. 

(iii) Orientation programmes for head of institution, teachers, students, parents, 

counsellors regarding preventive education and drug prevention programme may be 

organized regularly. 

(iv) Research may be strengthened in the area of adolescence education and substance 

abuse. 

(v) Training on life skills, behaviour modification skills and other related areas may be 

organised.  

(vi) Emphasis may be given for involving and mobilising the institution- community 

patnership.  

(vii) Awareness programme and knowledge on substance abuse and its impact on the 

students may be taken up by means of the media. Such type of programme may be 

organised in the institute as well. 

(viii) Sensitization programmes about drug abuse in the institute and for out of school 

children may be conducted.  

(ix) Health centres that deal with adolescence substance abuse problems, especially in the 

institute may be set up. 

(x) The congenial environment of the institute should be maintained. There should not be 

any shop in and around the institute that sells any harmful substances. 

(xi) Education for character/ moral/ value development may be imparted among the 

students right from the lower class onwards till higher education. 

(xii) The institute can work collectively and cooperatively in many of the activities in 

collaboration with the NGOs, working in the areas of prevention of addiction and 

rehabilitation of addicts. 

(xiii) To create awareness and educating the head of the institute, teachers, students, parents 

about the ill effects of substance abuse on the individual, the family and the society at 

large. 

(xiv) To evolve and provide a whole range of institution- community based services for the 

identification, motivation, counselling and other related services for the addicts. 

(xv)  To promote collective initiatives and self- help endeavours among individuals and 

groups vulnerable to addiction and considered at risk. 

(xvi)  To establish appropriate linkages between voluntary agencies working in the field of 

addiction, government organisations and institution.  

 

Conclusion 

It has been reported that up to 100, 000 young people become regular smokers 

each day mostly in developing countries. There are more deaths, more harm illnesses 
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and disabilities resulting from drug misuse than from any other preventable health 

condition (WHO). In spite of being aware of the harmful effects of substance use, 

adolescents take up this habit. This requires comprehensive prevention and control 

programs in schools and institutes, targeting towards adolescents, their parents and 

other family members. Effective measures are required to encourage and shaping the 

attitude of school children towards self-confidence and to prevent risk behaviour 

among them.  

Substance abuse is everybody's problem and prevention are the only long-term 

solution. So, our vision should be a world where young people are empowered to 

make healthy decisions and avoid substance use and our mission is to prevent 

substance abuse through the promotion of health and wellbeing in our young people. 

We should therefore, reach out to students, undertake as well as deliver effective 

prevention programmes for their all-round development. Hence, timely and proper 

educational intervention is the need of the hour. 

         

Parents, Teachers, Counsellors are the Most Influential Adults in a Student’s 

Life.  

So Let Us Pledge to Make a Difference! 
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