
How to Respond to Adolescent Substance Use 
in the Classroom

Student & Family Support

Classroom Practice and Student Supports

In the Past 12 months, did you drink any alcohol (more than a few sips)? In 
the past 12 months, did you smoke any marijuana or hashish? In the past 12 
months, did you use anything to get high?
If answer yes to any of the above questions, then proceed to the full 
assessment tool: CRAFFT

Start with three pre-screening questions

• Middle school is the phase in which students most often begin 
experimenting with substances. School connectedness is a mitigating 
factor to adolescent substance use. Research has shown that as long 
as students feel connected to home or school, they are less likely to 
use substances in middle/high school.

• Risk factors to consider:  Family history of substance use, lack of 
family and school relationships, poor academic performance, and 
lacks or has negative peer relationships.

• Early detection of substance use: Overly protective of one’s space and 
things; changes in interpersonal relationships; mood swings especially 
if it does not match the situation; lose interest in daily activities, poor 
academic performance; memory issues, sudden change in weight, 
appetite, and sleep; noticeable change in pupils; and excessive 
nosebleeds or nasal irritation.

Students need to feel a connection

1. Create an open environment for students to build a positive 
relationship in the classroom. An example, check-in with each 
student before or end of class; build in-group check-in time in your 
curriculum. 

2. Develop a positive relationship with each student in the class; invest 
in connecting with each student in your class. An example, ask 
students about their family, social life, and academics.  Ask students 
about their interests, hobbies, and other activities. 

3. Build open communication with the class and each individual 
student. Be intentional about the language you use in the class. 
Create time for students to give feedback and comment about how 
the class is going. 

4. Use positive communication and messages, including praise, 
acknowledgment, and positive advice. Remain objective and positive. 
An example, if a teacher notices a change in a student’s behavior, the 
teacher can inquire what has changed. 

5. After the initial inquiry, check-in with the student periodically to 
support the student.  Listen with the intent to understand and create 
a space for the student to feel comfortable to talk. If a student opens 
up and discloses they are currently using substances then you 
can use the brief CAGE pre-assessment to help you understand 
the student’s 
substance use 
and next steps.

Steps to create a supportive classroom 
environment and positive connection

http://www.integration.samhsa.gov/clinical-practice/sbirt/CRAFFT_Screening_Interview
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https://www.cdc.gov/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/

Any other additional resources
Teen substance use hotline 844-289-0879
Samhsa substance referral hotline 1-800-662 HELP 
(4357)

https://www.211la.org/ (Los Angeles County Directory of 
resources)

Adolescent substance use is usually a way for one to 
cope with pain, trauma, and stressors.

Stress including family, school, peers, and community is 
cumulative and can be a factor of teen substance use.
 
Lack of school and family connections and negative 
peer interactions are high indicators of adolescent 
substance use. 

Early detection and education is the best intervention 
to support adolescent substance use.

Empathy the ability to understand and share the 
feelings of another.

Resources for Continued LearningGlossary

For more information visit wellbeing4la.org/schools
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