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Recognizing the Signs of Teen 
Substance Abuse

Mental Health 
Awareness Month

Teen substance abuse is a serious issue 

that can have long-lasting 

consequences on physical health, 

mental well-being, and academic 

success. Recognizing the signs of 

substance abuse early on is essential 

for intervening and getting the 

necessary support and treatment. Here 

are some common signs that may 

indicate a teen is struggling with 

substance abuse:

Changes in behavior: Teens who are 

abusing drugs or alcohol may exhibit 

sudden changes in behavior, such as 

increased secrecy, mood swings, or a 

decline in academic performance. They 

may also become more withdrawn or 

exhibit risky behaviors.

Physical symptoms: Substance abuse 

can cause physical changes, including 

bloodshot eyes, dilated pupils, sudden 

weight loss or gain, and changes in 

appetite or sleep patterns. Teens may 

also experience frequent headaches, 

nausea, or other unexplained health 

issues.

Neglecting responsibilities: Teens who 

are abusing drugs or alcohol may 

neglect their responsibilities at home, 

school, or work. They may skip classes, 

neglect personal hygiene, or lose 

interest in activities they once enjoyed.

If you notice any of these signs in a 

teen you know, it's essential to take 

action promptly. Early intervention and 

access to appropriate resources and 

treatment can help teens overcome 

substance abuse and lead healthier, 

more fulfilling lives.
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School Nurse Expertise

 

From Erin Spear, School Nurse of  
Whitewater Unified School District:
It’s important to start a conversation 
with your child about preventing the 

use of tobacco, alcohol and drug 
use.  It is recommended to start 

when they are young (preschool age), 
but 

it’s never too late to have this 
talk!  When you speak with your 

child, first find out what they already 
know.  Teach them facts and give 

them clear rules on what’s 
acceptable in your family.  Be 

prepared to answer your child’s 
questions and talk with them about 

how to say “no” if they are in a 
situation where tobacco, alcohol or 

drugs are being offered.

Peer influence plays a significant role in 
shaping teen behavior, including decisions 
related to drug and alcohol use. While the 
desire to fit in and be accepted by peers is 
natural, it can sometimes lead to risky 
behaviors if not managed properly. 
Understanding the dynamics of peer 
influence and learning how to navigate 
social situations can empower teens to 
make healthier choices.

Teens often look to their peers for 
guidance on what is considered normal or 
acceptable behavior. This influence can be 
positive when peers encourage each other 
to engage in healthy activities and make 
responsible decisions. However, it can also 
be negative when peers pressure each 
other to experiment with drugs or alcohol 
as a way to "fit in" or appear cool.
One effective way to counteract negative 
peer influence is by building strong 
connections with friends who share similar 
values and goals. Surrounding yourself with 
peers who prioritize their health and well-
being can provide a supportive 
environment where substance abuse is less 
likely to occur. Additionally, having open 
and honest conversations with friends 
about the risks of drug and alcohol use can 
help dispel myths and challenge peer 
pressure.

Parents and educators also play a crucial 
role in teen drug prevention by providing 
guidance and support. By fostering open 
communication and creating a safe space 
for teens to express themselves, adults can 
empower teens to make informed 
decisions and resist negative influences. 
Ultimately, while peer influence is a 
powerful factor in teen drug prevention, it 
is not the only one. By equipping teens 
with the knowledge, skills, and support 
they need to make healthy choices, we can 
empower them to navigate peer pressure 
successfully and live fulfilling, substance-
free lives.

The Power of
Peer Influence

Mental Health Awareness 
Month, observed in May, 

shines a light on the 
importance of 

understanding, supporting, 
and destigmatizing mental 
health issues. It's a time to 
foster empathy, promote 
education, and encourage 
conversations that break 
down barriers to seeking 

help and support for 
mental well-being.
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