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________________________________________________________

If abstinence-only sexual education
doesn’t work, why would abstinence-only
drug education be any different?
________________________________________________________
“What’s marijuana?”
That’s a question parents in places like Oregon may be more likely to hear their
children ask, now that the state has legalized marijuana for adults 21 and older.
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The drug’s increased availability and market visibility means more families are
grappling with how to talk to their kids about marijuana, and some parents aren’t
exactly sure how to do that.
That’s where the Oregon Health Authority (OHA) wants to get involved.
The OHA has released an online toolkit to help parents initiate the pot talk with their
kids.
“The Parent Guide is a free tool designed to help you understand marijuana, your kid’s
social world and ease your way into an informed, nonjudgmental discussion,” the
OHA’s website says.
Although Oregon has legalized marijuana for adult use, the drug remains illegal for
anyone under the age of 21 to purchase or use. Not surprisingly, the OHA’s Parent
Guide takes a strong oppositional stance toward underage marijuana use.
The guide does contain some useful information for parents unfamiliar with different
types of marijuana and methods for consumption, such as marijuana-edibles,
vaporization, concentrates and topicals. However, it’s also filled with shaky claims
about the relative health impacts of teen marijuana use and questionable advice for
parents trying to broach the topic with their children.
The guide states:

“Based on current science, we can say that youth should not use
marijuana because of the increased risk for both short- and possible
long-term negative outcomes.”
“Based on selective science” would be a more accurate statement.
The OHA’s Parent Guide claims short-term effects of adolescent marijuana use
include:
Problems with short-term memory, attention, reaction time and motor skills.
.
Finding it harder to learn and be successful in school.
,
Ingesting too much marijuana can cause anxiety, paranoia, rapid heart rate,
increased blood pressure and vomiting.
Problems with short-term memory, attention, reaction time and motor skills have been
associated with marijuana use, but they have not been definitively linked. Nor has a
causal relationship ever been established between marijuana use and any of these
negative outcomes.
In fact, some research suggests adolescent marijuana use may have no negative
impacts on health or wellness outcomes.
A 2015 study published in the journal Psychology of Addictive Behaviors found
frequent marijuana use by teenage boys does not correlate to later physical or mental
health issues, as reported by Newsweek.
In the study, researchers at the University of Pittsburgh and Rutgers University
collected data from 408 males, following them from their teens to their mid-30s. It is
one of only a few studies that have tracked marijuana use in subjects over many years.
“There were no differences in any of the mental or physical health outcomes that we
measured regardless of the amount or frequency of marijuana used during
adolescence,” lead researcher Jordan Bechtold of the University of Pittsburgh Medical
Center said in a press release.
The OHA’s list of potential long-term effects of adolescent marijuana use is also
dubious:
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Not graduating from high school.
.
Drug use as an adult and high-risk use of other drugs like alcohol, tobacco and
opioids.
.
Association between adolescent marijuana use and symptoms of schizophrenia
in adulthood.
“Not graduating from high school” and “high-risk use of other drugs like alcohol,
tobacco and opioids” generally fall under the gateway theory of marijuana, which
argues that marijuana use leads to harder drug use and riskier behavior. What the
Parent Guide does not say is that the gateway theory has been widely disproven.
And the aforementioned “association” between marijuana and schizophrenia demands
clarification.
A 2014 study led by researchers at Harvard Medical School concluded that
schizophrenia is not caused by marijuana consumption. The only instances in which
marijuana may contribute to the development of schizophrenia symptoms is in rare
cases of genetic predisposition.
Only after listing such frightening potential effects of adolescent marijuana use does
the OHA Parent Guide offer this key bit of factual acknowledgment:

Studies of marijuana’s long-term effects do not state that marijuana use
causes any of the outcomes listed on page 2, only that there is a
relationship between them … a number of health behaviors, including
marijuana use, are connected to a wide range of other individual and
environmental factors. Personality traits, peers, family and
neighborhoods all play a part. It is impossible to control for all of these
factors when trying to determine the effects of marijuana on complex
issues like mental health and school performance.
The guide tells parents to “express a no-use attitude” and strong disapproval toward
marijuana use. But some experts argue this type of parental attitude can actually
undermine productive drug and addiction education for teens.
According to Rodney Skager, professor emeritus at UCLA Graduate School of
Education and Information Studies, drug education that lacks credibility often fosters
resentment and oppositional behavior.
“In a social climate of widespread acceptance of the use of alcohol and other drugs,
underestimating teens’ mental agility and delivering simplistic ‘drugs are bad’
messages results in cynicism rather than obedience,” Skager writes in the Drug Policy
Alliance publication “Beyond Zero Tolerance: A reality-based approach to drug
education & school discipline.”
He explains abstinence from marijuana should be presented as the best option for
teens, but adults must also recognize that abstinence-only approaches often don’t
work. Much like comprehensive sexual education, drug education should operate with
the understanding that many teens won’t stay abstinent.
More from “Beyond Zero Tolerance: A reality-based approach to drug education &
school discipline”:

Given today’s climate of government-sanctioned fear, I appreciate the
difficulty adults may have delivering a balanced message. It can be
professionally dangerous for teachers to acknowledge benign use
and/or the positive aspects of alcohol and other drugs. By omitting
these realities, we seriously compromise our ability to establish and
maintain credibility.
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To go a step further and admit that most young people who do try
alcohol or other drugs do not get into lifelong patterns of abuse
provokes the accusation that, “you are sending the wrong message!”
and thereby granting permission to use.
Teenagers do not ask adults whether they can drink alcohol, smoke
cigarettes, or try marijuana. Instead, most young people respond to the
norms of their own social world, just as they do for modes of talk, dress,
sexual behavior, or music.
________________________________________________________
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