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INTRODUCTION

Marijuana is the most widely used illegal drug in America.  Researchers estimate that between 35 and 60 million Americans have used this drug at least once and that from 12 to 18 million use it regularly.  These numbers included both children and adults.

Marijuana is a plant that can be grown almost anywhere.  Many Americans farm plots in secluded areas.  Others grow it indoors with artificial light.  Some grow it in their homes.  It is possible to find at least one plant in nearly every American neighborhood.  Because it is easy to grow, and because there are so many users to purchase it, marijuana has become a major cash crop.  In fact, most of the marijuana used in America is grown here.
In 1937, the government classified marijuana as a “dangerous drug” and began an anti-marijuana campaign.  They described marijuana as the “killer weed.”  Movies such as “Reefer Madness” portrayed marijuana users as demented slaves to the drug.  Medical professionals believed it caused insanity.  Although there was no scientific evidence to support these views, the use of marijuana declined dramatically.

During the Vietnam War era of the 1960s and early 1970s, the widespread use of marijuana re-entered American society.  Soldiers and students used the drug as an act of rebellion against government policies.  Some people claimed that if more people used marijuana the world would be “beautiful” and “peaceful.”  Because of a lack of scientific information, marijuana came to be known as a “harmless” drug, the use of which could actually benefit some people.
Contemporary scientific research has proven that marijuana is neither “killer weed” nor “harmless.”  Rather, its effects are somewhere between these extremes.
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Many users today are exposed to marijuana in childhood.  Because they are still developing physically, emotionally and mentally, marijuana use is especially dangerous to them.  One of its most significant effects is short-term memory loss.  As a result, children who use marijuana may have learning difficulties.  They may also lose their energy and desire to achieve.  Marijuana can also interfere with the maturation process.  Children who regularly use marijuana often have slowed emotional development and, as they grow older and continue its use, can have difficulty forming meaningful relationships.

Despite all the information currently available about the potentially dangerous effects of marijuana, its widespread use continues.  Marijuana has taken a back seat in the “war on drugs.”  Much of society continues to view this drug as “harmless.”  It is our hope that the information presented in this publication will help the reader more fully understand how using marijuana can affect the lives of children.
                                                                                            Wendy S. Snyder, M.A.

                                                                                            Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                            William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS MARIJUANA?
Marijuana is the unprocessed dried leaves, flowers, stems and seeds of the plant Cannabis Sativa.  The plant can be grown in most parts of the world.  Marijuana contains over 400 known chemicals.  When smoked, it breaks down into over 2,000 chemicals – all of which enter the body.
WHAT IS HASHISH?

Hashish if most often referred to as “hash.”  Made from the resin of the marijuana plant, hashish has a higher THC content than marijuana.  Hashish is usually smoked in a pipe, although it also can be eaten.  When eaten, the high lasts longer since the digestive system slows it down.  Hashish also can be made into oil that and applied to cigarettes and smoked.

WHAT IS THC?

THC is short for “Delta-9-Tetrahydrocannabinol.”  THC is the substance in marijuana most responsible for the “high.”  The amount of THC in a marijuana plant determines the power of its effects.  Scientists have also identified 61 other “cannabinols” in marijuana.  All 61 of these cannabinols have proven to biologically harmful.

HOW LONG DOES THC STAY IN THE BODY?

THC is a fat-soluble drug that accumulates in the fatty tissues of the body such as the brain and sex glands.  The body rids itself of THC at a very slow rate.  For example, it takes about one month for the body to eliminate all of the chemicals in one joint of marijuana.  Frequent or chronic users continually accumulate THC in their fatty tissues and, as a result, their bodies are never drug-free.  When a chronic user does stop using marijuana, it may take three months or more for the body to eliminate the chemicals.

HOW IS MARIJUANA TAKEN?

Marijuana is usually rolled into a cigarette known as “joint.”  It is also smoked in pipes, including water pipes called “bongs.”  Marijuana can also be eaten directly, baked into cookies, brownies and other foods or made into a tea and drank.  The resin from the marijuana plant does not dissolve in water; therefore, it cannot be injected.
-5-

DOES MARIJUANA LEAD TO THE USE OF OTHER DRUGS?

There is nothing in marijuana that causes people to use other drugs.  Many marijuana users DO NOT go on to use of other drugs.  However, the earlier in life a person uses marijuana, and the longer it is used, the higher the likelihood they will experiment with other drugs.  Chronic marijuana users develop a tolerance to the high and often seek-out other drugs to induce the sensations they once received from marijuana.  Drug dealers generally have several drugs available for purchase and, as a result, marijuana users usually have access to other drugs.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE EFFECTS OF MARIJUANA?

The immediate effects of marijuana depend on the potency of the THC contained in the drug, how much is used, the method of use, the amount and kinds of experiences the user has had with the drug in the past and what the user expects to happen.  The effects usually begin within a few minutes when marijuana is smoked, or within 45 minutes when eaten.  Inexperienced users may feel no effects or they may become very “high.”  Reactions to marijuana are not predictable.  In the right situation, the user may feel happiness, warmth, friendliness and an increased enjoyment of music.  In the wrong situation, the users may feel anger, loneliness, frustration and paranoia.  These feelings largely depend on the user’s state of mind and external factors, such as what is happening in the surrounding environment.
WHAT ARE THE SHORT-TERM EFFECTS OF MARIJUANA?

Marijuana impairs the ability to drive and to operate machinery or other equipment, because marijuana affects both perception and timing.  Marijuana also causes drowsiness, short-term memory loss, altered sense of time and impaired overall coordination.  Large amounts of marijuana cause the heart rate to increase and eyes to redden.

WHAT IS “ACUTE PANIC ANXIETY REACTION?”

 The most common adverse reaction to marijuana is a state of anxiety, ranging from mild suspicion and fear of losing control to paranoid thoughts and fear of going crazy.  Novice users usually experience acute panic anxiety reaction.  Simple reassurance usually quiets this reaction, although some users require professional help.  The symptoms generally subside in a few hours as the effects of the drug wear off.
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IS MARIJUANA PSYCHOLOGICALLY ADDICTIVE?
YES, marijuana is classified as a psychologically addictive substance.  Long-term users who regularly use marijuana report that they have a difficult time limiting its use.  They also develop a physical tolerance to the drug and need to increase the amounts they use to feel the same effects.  It is possible for marijuana to become the most important thing in their lives.

IS MARIJUANA PHYSICALLY ADDICTIVE?

NO, marijuana is not classified as a physically addictive drug.  However, a tolerance to marijuana does develop and more of the drug must be used over time to achieve the same high once experienced by using smaller amounts.  Long-term users who regularly use marijuana report that when they attempt to quit using this drug they experience withdrawal symptoms such as irritability, decreased appetite, restlessness, sleep disturbances, sweating, nausea and diarrhea.

CAN MARIJUANA CAUSE CANCER?

YES, long-term chronic use of marijuana can cause cancer.  The cancer causing chemicals found in tobacco are 50% to 70% greater in marijuana.  Furthermore, marijuana smokers who also smoke cigarettes are at increased risk of developing cancer.

HOW DOES MARIJUANA AFFECT THE BRAIN?

Marijuana affects short-term memory, slows reaction time and impairs the ability to follow moving objects accurately.  Frequent use is linked to an inability to understand abstract concepts.  Some research claims the use of this drug promotes changes in brain cells and brain waves.  For example, studies done with monkeys showed dramatic changes in brain cells.  The same changes are found in humans with early brain damage.      
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HOW DOES MARIJUANA AFFECT THE HEART?
Marijuana use raises the heart rate by 50% to 100% and increases blood pressure.  Both of these conditions increase the amount of oxygen needed by the heart and can lead to a heart attack.  Use of marijuana by people with a pre-existing heart problem can result in a heart attack or death.  These effects happen more rapidly with marijuana smoke than with cigarette smoke.

HOW DOES MARIJUANA AFFECT THE LUNGS?

Research shows that smoking marijuana causes more damage to the respiratory system – at a faster rate – than smoking tobacco.  Marijuana has twice as much tar as tobacco.  Further compounding the problem, marijuana smokers deeply inhale the unfiltered smoke and hold it in their lungs for a long time.  There is an increased risk of lung damage for marijuana smokers who also use tobacco.

HOW DOES MARIJUANA AFFECT THE IMMUNE SYSTEM?

Regular use of marijuana reduces the strength of the immune system, making it harder for the body to fight infections.  This increases the risk of common illnesses such as colds, influenza and other viruses.  Regular marijuana users also have a higher incidence of bronchial infections, bronchitis, cough and pneumonia.

HOW DOES MARIJUANA AFFECT THE REPRODUCTIVE SYSTEM?

Frequent use of marijuana by MALES decreases sperm count and sperm movement, and increases the number of abnormal sperm.  These conditions usually return to normal within several months after marijuana use ceases.  Frequent use by FEMALES causes irregular ovulation and menstrual cycles.  THC also travels through the pregnant mother into her developing baby, which can cause premature birth and low birth-weight.
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HOW DOES MARIJUANA AFFECT DRIVING ABILITY?
Driving while under the influence of marijuana can be as dangerous as driving under the influence of alcohol.  Many marijuana users mistakenly believe that their driving ability is not affected adversely when they are under the influence of this drug.  However, research proves that marijuana affects the following skills needed specifically for driving.  1) JUDGMENT – marijuana affects the user’s ability to judge time and space, to think clearly and make quick decisions.  2) REACTION TIME – Because marijuana interferes with judging time and space, reaction time also slows.  3) PERCEPTION – marijuana affects the user’s ability to see, visually follow and pay close attention to what is happening around the vehicle.  4) ALERTNESS – marijuana often causes the user to be overly relaxed, overly confident and drowsy.  5) CONCENTRATION – marijuana affects short-term memory and can cause the user to pay attention to unimportant details or something other than driving.
HOW CAN MARIJUANA AFFECT SCHOOL PERFORMANCE?

Marijuana affects reasoning and judgment and interferes with the ability to learn.  Frequent use impairs short-term memory, causing students to have difficulty remembering what they read or hear while high.  Regular use also can result in lower grades.  Continued poor school performance causes students to lower their academic standards.  Many chronic abusers quit school because marijuana reduces energy and ambition.

HOW CAN EDUCATORS HELP STUDENTS WHO USE MARIJUANA?

Educators should establish clear and specific rules regarding student use of marijuana, including strong corrective actions.  They should also develop a plan to assist the student in obtaining professional help.  Law enforcement offers, substance abuse treatment professionals and parents should be included in the development of drug abuse policy, as well as directly involved with the student who uses marijuana.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP CHILDREN WHO USE MARIJUANA?

It is extremely important for parents to establish and enforce clear and consistent rules regarding the use of marijuana.  Parents who discover that their children are using marijuana SHOULD NOT ignore what is happening and hope it will go away.  Denying the seriousness of the situation can cause continued use of marijuana, the use of other drugs or a variety of social, legal, academic or person problems.  Once parents take the initial step of admitting the use of marijuana by their children, they should seek professional help.  Contact a local substance abuse treatment program or mental health center.  These agencies have trained staff that can help parents and their children deal effectively with the problem.
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PROGRESSION OF MARIJUANA DEPENDENCY

Most professionals see the progression from social marijuana use to chronic abuse and addiction as a process involving stages.  The progression can occur rapidly or slowly, depending on such factors as the user’s emotional stability, availability of the drug, peer pressures and history of family addiction.  The following four stages are an overview of the typical progression from social marijuana use to chronic abuse and addiction.
STAGES                                         CHARACTERISTICS

SOCIAL                                         - Experiences first introduction     

                                                        - Uses only when others have it

                                                        - Uses at social events for stimulation

                                                        - Denies that he/she uses marijuana to others

PROBLEM                                    - Seeks out the drug

- Buys marijuana

- Plans life and friendships around getting high\

- Lacks motivation

- Loses interest in past activities

- Uses marijuana alone sometimes

- Uses marijuana as a coping mechanism

- Denies to self that he/she has a problem 

CRUCIAL                                      - Becomes preoccupied with getting high
 - Gets high every day

 - Uses marijuana before, during or after school/work

 - Loses ability to cope with problems

 - Gets high alone much of the time

 - Drops non-users as friends

 - Skips school/work regularly

 - Begins to fail at school/work

 - Has money problems

 - Admits openly to using marijuana

CHRONIC                                     - Uses marijuana excessively and compulsively
- Uses marijuana to feel “normal”

- Fails every effort to quit using marijuana

- Experiences impaired thinking all of the time

- Loses weight

- Loses memory

- Coughs excessively

- Thinks about or attempts suicide

- Suffers chronic emotional pain

- Admits total failure
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SOCIAL STAGE

The initial stage of marijuana use is usually experimental.  The person is curious about the effects of marijuana and wants to experience the high.  If friends use marijuana, the drug becomes a way of being part of the group.  The user denies using marijuana to others.

PROBLEM STAGE

The person progresses from using marijuana on occasions when it is convenient and readily available to actively searching for it.  He begins to plan his daily activities and friendships around using marijuana.  He buys his own marijuana.  Marijuana is used to help him feel good or to cope with problems.  The user denies that he has a drug problem.
CRUCIAL STAGE

Getting high is of primary importance to the user.  She uses marijuana nearly every day before, during or after school/work.  She gets high alone more often than with her friends.  Attitude, appearance and behavior change dramatically.  Difficulties in all areas of life occur on a daily basis.  Discipline or legal problems may surface.  The user openly admits to using marijuana.

CHRONIC STAGE

The person uses marijuana excessively, compulsively and all of the time.  He needs marijuana to feel “normal.”  He can no longer distinguish between acceptable and unacceptable behaviors.  Suicide thoughts, gestures or attempts occur and steadily increase in frequency.  The good feelings initially supplied by marijuana are replaced by chronic emotional pain.  At this stage, the user is in need of intensive, long-term treatment to assist in recovery.
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SYMPTOMS OF POSSIBLE MARIJUANA USE
The following list contains symptoms of possible marijuana use.  It is important to remember that most people will experience one or more of these behaviors as a normal part of everyday life.  However, when there is a continuing pattern of one or more of these behaviors, or an increase of these symptoms in the person’s everyday life, professional help is advised.
· Abrupt changes in mood

· Association with known drug users or dealers

· Bloodshot eyes

· Change in attitude

· Change in eating pattern

· Change in friends

· Change in physical health

· Change in sleeping patterns

· Constant licking of the lips

· Dropping out of school

· Drying of the mouth and nose

· Inability to relate to people

· Inability to keep a job

· Increased borrowing of money

· Isolation from family, friends and others

· Lack of motivation

· Loss of interest in hobbies

· Loss of interest in personal appearance

· Loss of interest in extracurricular activities

· Loss of interest in sports

· Persistent cough

· Personality change
· Possession of drug paraphernalia

· Poor school performance

· Reckless behavior

· Secretiveness about activities, phone call and friends

· School attendance and behavior problems

· Stealing

· Suicide thoughts, gestures or attempts

· Unexplained losses of other people’s possessions

· Wearing sunglasses more frequently or at unusual times

· Work attendance problems

· Work behavior problems
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PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF USING MARIJUANA

The following list contains some of the psychological effects commonly associated with using marijuana.  Not everyone will experience all of these effects.  The initial effects of marijuana provide the user a pleasant experience.  With continued use, however, a physical tolerance develops and the psychological effects become more severe.  When a person experiences severe psychological effects from using marijuana, seek immediate mental health attention.

· Altered sense of time

· Anxiety and panic reactions

· Apathy

· Carelessness in many areas of life

· Confused thinking

· Emotional flatness

· Diminished ability to deal with abstract or complex problems

· Diminished attention span

· Diminished will-power

· Emotion immaturity

· Frustration

· Hostility toward authority

· Impaired judgment

· Irritability

· Inability to cope with problems

· Lack of initiative and concern about the future

· Lack of motivation

· Lack of self-esteem

· Paranoia

· Self-centeredness

· Suicide thoughts

· Suspiciousness

· Withdrawal
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PHYSICAL EFFECTS OF USING MARIJUANA
The following list contains some of the physical effects commonly associated with using marijuana.  Not everyone will experience all of these effects.  Generally, the more frequent the use of marijuana, the more severe its physical effects upon the person.  When a person experiences severe physical effects from using marijuana, seek immediate medical attention.

· Bronchial problems

· Change in appetite and eating patterns

· Chronic coughing

· Cognitive impairment (inability to abstract and understand concepts)

· Decreased body temperature

· Decreased testosterone in males

· Depressed immune system (hard to fight off colds, flue and other viruses)

· Diarrhea

· Disorientation

· Drowsiness

· Dry mouth and throat

· Hangover

· Impaired coordination

· Impaired visual tracking (inability to accurately follow moving objects)

· Increased heart rate

· Increased blood pressure

· Increased risk of bronchitis

· Increased risk of emphysema

· Increased risk of lung cancer

· Irritation of the eyes

· Lack of energy

· Menstrual problems in females
· Nausea

· Reddening of the eyes

· Short-term memory loss

· Sleep disturbances

· Slowed reaction time

· Sore throat

· Sweating
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UNDERSTANDING RECOVERY

Recovery from marijuana dependency and addiction can be difficult.  The understanding of family, friends and others make a critical difference.  The recovery process for marijuana dependency is similar to that used for alcohol or cocaine addiction.   It involves care and concern from others, as well as professional evaluation and treatment.
INTERVENTION

Marijuana users are often in denial and will not accept that they have a drug problem.  Intervention initiated by family members – preferably with the help of a professional counselor – is a good way to approach this situation.
PROFESSIONAL EVALUATION

Professionals can evaluate the situation and determine if a marijuana user has a problem.  They also can recommend the appropriate form of treatment.
BREAKING THROUGH DENIAL

Before marijuana users can face their drug problem, and begin the recovery process, they must face the fact that they do have a problem and that it is out-of-control.  This is essential to the recovery process.
PROFESSIONAL TREATMENT

The marijuana user is most often involved in individual, group or family counseling (usually a combination of all three).  The extent of the user’s problem will largely determine if the treatment requires outpatient or inpatient services.  OUTPATIENT TREATMENT generally requires that the marijuana user regularly attend counseling sessions.  INPATIENT TREATMENT involves placing the user in a special program for a specific amount of time.  These programs range in length from 28 days to one year.
ABSTINENCE

For users to remain in recovery, they must make a commitment to abstain from using marijuana or other drugs.  Family members, friends and others can be very important at this stage by providing their love and support.
DRUG FREE LIVING 

Recovery is a lifetime commitment and does not occur overnight.  The marijuana user will need to stay away from marijuana and drug users.  He may also need ongoing support from family and friends, and self-help groups such as Narcotic Anonymous.
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AGENCIES AND SERVICES TO CONTACT ABOUT MARIJUANA
The following is a partial list of agencies and services to contact for help or information about marijuana use.  The first list contains local professionals to contact for direct help.  The second list contains national agencies that provide information.  Check your telephone book for local professionals.
LOCAL PROFESSIONAL

FAMILY PHYSICIAN – Marijuana affects the mind and body.  A check-up by a physician can determine the extent of the damage and serve as a first step toward treatment.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONAL - Because marijuana use is addictive behavior, users may benefit from the guidance and support of a psychiatrist, psychologist or counselor who specializes in addictive and dependent behaviors.

Telephone #

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATION – School are concerned about student use of drugs.  Many school districts have handout information.  They may also have staff trained in drug abuse issues or can make a referral to an appropriate agency or professional.

Telephone # 

NATIONAL AGENCIES

National Institute on Drug Abuse
www.nida.nih.gov
National Youth Anti-Drug Media Campaign
www.theantidrug.com
Partnership for a Drug-Free America

www.drugfreeamerica.org
Narcotics Anonymous

www.na.org
American Council for Drug Education

www.acde.org
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