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Lesson Outline 
 
 
 

Goals 
 

1. To describe opioids, their addictive properties, and their serious physical and social 
consequences for teens 

2. To teach students how to differentiate between prescription opioids1 and illegal 
substances such as heroin, and explain how legitimate use of opioids, such as 
prescription pain medication, can turn into addiction and illicit use of opioids and heroin 

3. To motivate students to be cautious of prescribed opioids, and provide students with 
resistance skills and self-efficacy to refuse and resist the use of opioids other than those 
prescribed to them by a medical professional/physician 

 

Summary of Activities 

Have students read the Prescription Opioids and Heroin student supplemental guide prior to the 
lesson. Note that the student guide is a simplified, condensed version of the teacher's 
supplemental guide, Heroin and Other Opioids. 

1. Introduce Lesson (1 min.) 
2. Introduce Opioids and Heroin (2 min.) 
3. Normative Data on Opioids and Heroin (5 min.) 
4. What Do You Know about Opioids and Heroin? (9 min.) 
5. Reinforcing Risk of Addiction/Case Study (12 min.) 
6. Teen Brain Development (6 min.) 
7. Roleplays: Reasons Not to Use and Ways to Say No (10 min.) 
8. Safety Precautions to Avoid Addiction (3 min.) 
9. Wrap-Up (2 min.) 

 

Description 
 

Core Lesson 8 responds to the growing concern about the use of opioids and the increasing risk 
placed on pre-teens and teenagers to use and misuse prescription opioids and heroin. While 
Lessons 1-3 focus on building information and Lessons 5-7 and 9 emphasize the practice of 
resistance skills, this lesson combines both elements.   

 
1 The term “opioids” applies to both natural and synthetic forms of heroin and opiates. In this lesson, when referring to prescription opioids, we 
also use the terms “prescription pain medication” and “prescription painkillers.” All fall under the category of “opioids” and students should 
become familiar with all terms. 
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Preparation 
 

• Review Lesson Plan 

• Read supplemental teacher guide Heroin and Other Opioids and condensed student guide, 
"Prescription Opioids and Heroin" (see Student Handout section of this lesson) 

• Read article from the Fall 2018 ALERT Educator, Why Should We Tell Kids About the 
Opiate Epidemic? 

• Review (and, during Activity 6, display) Power Point slide #4, Benefiting the Brain (if you 
instead choose to implement alternate Activity 6, show all slides) 

• Review case study (for Activity 5) and resources in the Teacher Reference section 
 

 

Materials Needed 
 

Assemble the following materials: 

• Completed visual: Ground Rules: Students (saved from Lesson 1) 

• Power Point slides to display for Activity 6 (available at www.projectalert.com/account  
under Lesson Plans > Core Lesson 8) 

• Print and display Poster 12: Danger! Cocaine! Meth! Heroin! (Activity 5) 

• Print and display Poster 9: Ways to Say No (Activity 7) 

• Print and display Poster 11: Prescription Painkillers Go Straight to Your Head (Activity 8) 

• Duplicate the following handouts (or students can read these online) 

 Student supplemental guide, Prescription Painkillers and Heroin 
(Activity 4), available at projectalert.com/resources/supplements 

 Be Smart, Be Safe: Guidelines for Prescription Painkillers handout (Activity 8 
and homework), available at https://www.projectalert.com/account 

 “What Teens Want to Know About Prescription Painkillers and Heroin” 
informational handout 

 

Prepare the following materials (see example in Teacher Reference section) 

• Visual for students: Create a sample chart for students to follow in Activity 4, What Do 
You Know about Painkillers and Heroin?  Under the page header "What do we know 
about…", write two columns - one labeled "Prescription Painkillers" and one labeled 
"Heroin." 

• Cue up the video for Activity 6, “Teen Brain Development” 
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Activities 
 
 

1. Introduce Lesson (1 min.) 
 

A. Display visual from previous lessons: Ground Rules: Students.  

B. Confirm that students have read the supplemental guide, Prescription Opioids and 
Heroin.  

C. Say, “Today we are going to talk about a class of drugs called opioids (pr: ō'pē-
oids), how they affect the body and brain, and why they can be so addicting. 
Opioids can be prescribed by a doctor for pain management, but there are also 
illegal forms of opioids such as heroin. We will also discuss how you can protect 
yourself from the dangers of opioids.” 

 
2. Introduce Opioids and Heroin (2 min.) 

 
A. Ask students, “Who has heard the word ‘opioids’ before this lesson? (show of 

hands). Ask: “Who has heard of Oxycontin or 'Oxy'?” (show of hands). Then ask: 
“Who has heard of heroin?” (show of hands). These drugs are known as opioids. 
Prescription opioids are sometimes called “prescription painkillers” or “pain meds” 
or “pain medicines.” We will be talking about the similarities and differences 
between prescription pain medicine and heroin." 

B. Ask students, "Does anyone know what prescription painkillers are primarily used 
for?" (To treat pain.) "Sometimes teens are prescribed pain medication for severe 
or moderate pain, like a broken arm or tooth pain or sports injury." 

 
 

3. Presentation of Normative Data (5 min.) 
 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Activity Goals 

1. To present normative data for prescription opioid misuse and heroin use. 

2. To emphasize the low prevalence of use among youth. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
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Say to students, “A few lessons ago, we talked about the average number of 8th 
graders that had used substances like alcohol, tobacco, e-cigarettes/vaping, and 
marijuana in the past month.  If we had a gym with 100 8th graders in it, we found 
that:2 (See references below for updating prevalence of use data each year.) 
 
(Write out abbreviated forms of the following data on board.) 

•  About 2 in 100 smoked cigarettes in the last month 
•  About 12 in 100 used e-cigarettes/vaped in the last month 
•  About 6 in 100 used marijuana in the last month 
•  About 10 in 100 used alcohol in the last month" 

 

 Teaching tip: To increase understanding make the above data visual by filling a clear 

cylinder or other container with 100 items such as marbles; take 2 of the items out to 
show the number who smoked cigarettes, and then put those two items back in; take 
12 out to show the number who used e-cigs/vaped, put the 12 back in; take 6 out to 
show the number who used marijuana and put those 6 back; then take 10 out to 
show the number who used alcohol and put them back.  

"Let's move on to slightly older teens."  

Ask students, "How many out of 100 kids aged 12-17 do you think have misused 
prescription pain medication in the last month?  (Elicit a few student responses.)  It's 
about 1.3 

"How many do you think have used heroin in the last year?  (Elicit a few student 
responses.)  It's much, much lower - it's less than one-tenth of 1%.  If there were a 
thousand kids in a gym (e.g., ten containers filled with 100 items each), only about 1 
of those kids have used heroin." 4 So, if I have ten jars full of 100 marbles each 
(1,000 total marbles) only one marble is taken out to show the number who have ever 
tried heroin." 

"What do you think about these numbers?  Are kids using these substances very 
much?"  (Elicit feedback.)  

"Let's take a look at your supplemental guides."  

 
2 Source: https://www.drugabuse.gov/drug-topics/trends-statistics/monitoring-future/monitoring-future-study-trends-in-
prevalence-various-drugs (current prevalence of use data) 

3 Source: https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2017-nsduh-annual-national-report (2017 prevalence of use data, which 
is the most current as of 2021) 

4 Ibid. 
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 Teaching tip: If students have not read this before as homework, take the time to 

have them read it now so they can have the information needed to complete the 
upcoming activities. 

 

4. What Do You Know About Opioids and Heroin? (9 min.) 
 

A. Distribute a piece of chart paper to each group. Say, "I want you to get in your 
groups and on a piece of paper, write the following at the top: “What do we know 
about…”  Under that header, make two columns - one labeled 'Prescription 
Painkillers' and the other 'Heroin'. (Draw or display the visual as an example for 
students to use as a guide.) 

B. "Using your supplemental guides as your source of information, write down in each 
column at least 4 things you learned about these drugs. They may have things in 
common, so it's ok for some things you learned to appear in both columns (for 
example, both are addictive).  Afterwards a reporter will share what your group 
came up with and display the chart on the wall.” 

 Teaching Tip: You will need to have the student “'Prescription Opioids and Heroin'” 

supplemental guide available for each group to use as a reference while they 
brainstorm. For larger groups, more copies will be needed. If students are working 
on a mobile device, they could go to the link and read the supplement online. 

C. Compare and contrast prescription opioids and heroin.  

Tell students: “Ok, let's compare prescription opioids and heroin. Looking at your 
charts we see that they have some similarities."  

Similarities: (make sure those that are bolded below are stated on the chart; if 
not, point them out) 

• Both are opioids/opiates (can be natural or man-made/synthetic) 

• Both are highly addictive and create a tolerance (define tolerance as the 
need to keep taking more of the drug to feel the effects of it. If taken often 
enough, some people develop such a tolerance that they need the drug to 
function, like to help them wake up or fall asleep) 

• Both can kill you (overdose) 

• Mixing prescription opioids or heroin with alcohol or other drugs can cause 
severe bodily harm or be fatal (this is the most common form of misuse and 
extremely dangerous) 

• Illegal prescription opioids may have other harmful unknown substances 
mixed into them (the slang or street term for "mix with" is "laced with" or 
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“cut with”), like Fentanyl, an opioid that can be up to 50 times stronger than 
heroin 

• Most people, and especially teens, do not use or abuse these drugs 

• May be used to relieve pain 

• If found in possession of heroin or illegal possession or distribution of 
opioids, one can get in trouble with law enforcement and possibly charged 
with a felony and be incarcerated. This affects the ability to get a 
job/work/driving license; also, the possibility of getting expelled from school 
and loss of friends 

 
"Now what are the differences? Raise your hand if you know of something that is 
different between prescription opioids and heroin.” (Also refer to the charts that the 
students just made for ideas; make sure the following are mentioned.) 

 

Differences: (make sure those that are bolded below are stated on the chart) 

• Heroin is illegal in the U.S. and has no medical use (note that 
although prescription opioids are legal, if not used as prescribed by 
the person it is prescribed for, it is illegal and considered abuse).  

Note that some states are moving toward decriminalizing substances like heroin 
and meth, and, though still illegal, categorizing possession and use as 

misdemeanors rather than felonies. 

• Heroin is usually snorted or injected; it can also be smoked or inhaled 
(prescription opioids are often in pill form are most often swallowed) 

• Heroin users are at high risk of contracting diseases and infection 
such as flesh-eating disease or hepatitis and HIV due to sharing 
injection needles that have been used by someone else  

• Heroin may have other harmful unknown substances mixed into it (or 
"cut with") like sugar, baking soda, baby powder, or rat poison 

• Prescription opioids can be prescribed by a doctor 

• Prescription opioids are made in an approved lab (if students say this, 
make sure to note that it does not mean they cannot harm you; some do 
not come from proper sources, can be tainted, or fake) 

* Summarize: "You can see that these drugs are both opioids, are highly addictive, 
and can lead to addiction and severe consequences; even death. 

Great job on your lists, everyone! Let's review what we've learned from past 
lessons about the symptoms of addiction." 
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5. Reinforcing Risk of Addiction/Case Study (12 min.) 
 

Ask students: “What do you remember about the symptoms of addiction from our 
earlier sessions?”  Elicit feedback. (Students can also refer to Poster 12: Danger! 
Cocaine! Meth! Heroin! for ideas.)  Key components are tolerance, craving, withdrawal 
symptoms,  and  trouble with family, friends, school and others. 

 Teaching Tip: Tolerance = when your body craves something and keeps 
needing more of it just to function or not feel bad; can’t stop using for very 
long; always thinking about using (becomes a constant thought); when 
stopping, a person experiences flu-like “withdrawal” symptoms (but much 
worse - sweats, chills, shaking, nausea, vomiting, cramping - which is common 
for opioid addiction); a person continues to take the drug (loss of control) even 
when it causes problems with family (parents), friends, school, job, reputation, 
and other parts of his/her life. 

 
Summarize: “I am glad to see you understand and remember what addiction is - 
you really understand this danger. Basically, addiction is, “When someone needs or 
depends on the drug to function, they must have it or they will go into withdrawals.” 
 
Case Study Activity: From Prescribed Use of Opioids to Their Illicit Use and Illegal 
Use of Heroin  

This activity is designed to give students a practical application of dangers associated 
with using these substances, and their relationship to one another by describing a 
realistic case scenario, beginning with the prescribed use of opioids and 
advancing to the misuse of opioids and illegal use of heroin.  It is important to 
illustrate that there are various decision points along the path of drug use, where a 
person can take a positive action to avoid becoming addicted (i.e., substance use 
disorder). This case reinforces earlier lessons that address a person using a drug to 
deal with an emotion such as sadness, anger, or frustration, and the need to reach 
out for help if they are troubled and having a hard time handling difficult feelings and 
situations. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Activity Goals 

1. To show the relationship between prescription opioids and heroin. 

2. To present a realistic situation to help students make the connection between 
legitimate use of prescription opioids, misuse of opioids, and illicit use of heroin. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Students will stay in their groups and appoint a recorder as the teacher reads the 
case study. At each "decision point," the teacher stops to allow groups to choose an 
action that the boy can take to keep him healthy and safe. 
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Teacher reads case study activity to the class. Say, "As we've figured out so far, 
prescription opioids and heroin have a lot of similarities.  Let's learn more about 
what they have in common with each other. This story is about a boy named Ollie 
and is very much like real life. There are 5 "decision points" in the story, and each 
one is an important part of the story where Ollie can choose an action to stay safe 
and healthy. He’ll need your help here. 

Appoint a recorder. For each decision point, your group should discuss something 
Ollie could do before going further down the path towards misuse and addiction.  I 
want your group to come up with actions Ollie can take that will keep him safe and 
healthy." 

 

Teacher reads case study (see Teacher Reference), stopping at each decision point for 
about 1 minute to allow groups to discuss an action that the lead character can take to 
stay safe and healthy. Then call on 2-3 groups to share the decision Ollie could make, 
then continue through case story stopping at each point and soliciting group feedback. 

 

6. Teen Brain Development (video and discussion;  
6 min.) 

Research shows that information about the brain has 
a significant impact on adolescent learning and 
decision making about whether to use substances. 
This video from the National Institute on Drug Abuse provides an overview from a 
slightly older peer about how the use of drugs impacts brain development and 
functioning in teens. (If you don’t have classroom Internet access, see the Alternate 
Activity 6 in the Teacher Reference section.) 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Activity Goals 

1.    To explain how substance use affects short- and long-term brain functioning. 

2.    To show that the brain is still developing into our mid-twenties.  

3.    To describe how “we are the programmers of our own brains.” 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Show NIDA video, Teen Brain Development, and lead the class in a 3- to 4-minute 
discussion using these prompts. 

 “A key point in the film is about how the brain develops as we grow. About 
when does the brain mature?” (Answer: mid-twenties) 
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 “The film noted, using the analogy of a computer keyboard, that during this 
time the brain is rapidly changing its ‘circuits and programming’ as it matures 
and makes new connections. What did you learn?” (Answer: that using drugs 
is like scrambling the keyboard on the computer before the program is written 
and this can be very detrimental to both short- and long-term brain 
development and function) 

 “What else did you learn?” 

 “What can we do to keep our brains healthy and developing to its full 
potential?” (no drugs, diet, exercise, sleep, learn) “Are these things you can 
do?” (Display only Power Point slide #4 Benefiting Your Brain.) “What other 
helpful activities can you think of?”  

“Great.  You’ve learned a lot about opioids and have a good understanding of how to 

protect your brain during this critical time of development by not using drugs and also 

by eating well, exercising, and getting good sleep!  

Ok, let's do some roleplays and practice some ways to say ‘no’." 

7. Roleplays: Reasons Not to Use and Ways to Say No (10 min.) 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Activity Goals 

1. To present and practice resistance. 

2. To reinforce and validate students' skill-building. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Say to students: “Take out a piece of paper. In your Project ALERT groups, come up 
with: 1) Two reasons not to use opioids, 2) Two different verbal responses you could 
give to someone who is trying to get you to misuse opioids (prescription pain 
medication) or use illegal heroin. I want you to write the actual words you could use – 
you can refer to the ‘Ways to Say No’ poster for ideas." 

Note: The only reason to use opioids is when a doctor prescribes them for 
moderate to severe pain typically caused by injury, surgery, or long-term disease 
such as cancer. There is no legitimate use of heroin. 

Once students are done, begin the roleplays. 

Roleplay  

Teacher plays the role of someone at a party or place kids hang out offering an 
Oxycontin, and a student volunteer from each group practices refusal skills. Have the 
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student act out one of the Ways to Say No responses their group came up with. 

Provide some positive feedback to promote self-efficacy. Elicit feedback.  

"Great job, everyone!  Let's give a hand to our actors."  

 

8. Safety Precautions to Avoid Addiction and Stay Healthy (3 min.) 
 

Display poster: Prescription Painkillers Go Straight to Your Head.  
 
Tell students: “You can protect yourself from becoming addicted to opioids by 
using the ways you have learned to say no; however, if a doctor writes you a 
prescription for opioids, use these Be Smart, Be Safe guidelines to avoid 
becoming addicted.” 

Distribute Be Smart, Be Safe: Guidelines for Prescription Painkillers student 
handout. Have a different student read each of them out loud. 

 

1. If your doctor recommends that you take opioids, ask about non-opioid options. 

2. Ask your doctor about possible dangers and side effects. 

3. Tell your doctor about any other medications you’re taking, including vitamins 

and supplements. 

4. Follow your doctor’s orders, monitor your feelings, and report any concerns. 

5. Do not mix medications with alcohol or other drugs. 

6. Do not share medication with family or friends. 

7. When finished with your prescription, dispose of remaining medication properly.   
If you’re unsure, ask your doctor or pharmacist. See 
https://www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates/ucm101653.htm 

 

9. Wrap-up (2 min.) 
 

Refer to the Be Smart/Be Safe homework sheet. Say, “Using the 'Be Smart Be Safe' 
handout, go home and give a brief 5-minute oral report on this topic to your parent 
or other trusted adult. Once complete, have one of them sign the bottom of the form 
and return to me as homework.” 

 
Say, “Today we learned what opioid drugs are, how they affect the brain and can 
quickly cause addiction in teens. We also learned how to protect ourselves from 
becoming addicted to opioids and to resist the pressures to use them if they are 
not prescribed for us. You are all getting strong and clear in your words and 
decisions not to use drugs and are able to resist pressures to use.” 



Project ALERT Core Lesson 8 Teacher Reference 

 

 

Teacher Reference 
 
 
 

 

Teacher reads aloud the case study. At each "decision point," the 
teacher stops to allow the groups to come up with an action that 
Ollie can take to keep him healthy and safe. 
 

Teacher reads: "Ollie is a one of the best soccer players at 
school. It looks like he will make varsity this year, something for 
which he has worked very hard to achieve. 

It's the week before the season starts. While Ollie is at a skate 
park, he takes a bad fall on the half-pipe and breaks his arm. He 
wants to keep playing on the soccer team, but his arm hurts a lot, 
and his coach will not let him play." 

Teacher stops and reads Decision Point #1: Ollie goes to the doctor and she tells 
him he must keep his arm in a sling and also says she is going to prescribe a 
prescription pain medication (opioid) called oxycodone. 

Decision to make: Whether or not to take oxycodone, a prescription opioid 

“What action can Ollie take to help keep him healthy and safe?” 

 [Elicit feedback from students.]  

Say: “Ollie (or his parents)  could tell his Doctor about his concerns regarding use of 
opioid and risk of addiction and ask if another non-opioid pain management 
prescription could be used instead  Also, he should ask about other things he can do 
to relieve pain if needed (cold packs, elevation, etc.).” 

Note: Recognize that using prescribed opioids can be helpful, but that it's important to:  

1) know the risks and take medications with caution  

2) take them only under a physician's guidance, and  

3) take them no longer than absolutely necessary.  
 

Teacher continues to read, stopping at Decision Point #2: Ollie goes to watch his team play 
and feels sad because he can’t be on the field. Each time he goes to a game he feels worse 
because his doctor said he can’t play for at least 4 more weeks and his arm still hurts a little. 

Decision to make: How to cope with feelings of sadness and mild pain 

"What action can Ollie take to help keep him healthy and safe?” 

 [Elicit feedback.] 

Case Study (Activity 5) 
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Say to students, "What could/should Ollie do to handle his sadness and the mild pain?" 

Possible responses if not already stated: 

 Talk to coach about helpful things he can do for the team until he is cleared to play  

 Start an exercise program to keep his legs strong and not lose fitness 

 Talk to parents, coach or counselor about his feelings 

Elicit feedback. Say to students, "What might happen if Ollie chooses to spend most of his 
time by himself instead of being with the team?" 

Possible prompts: 

 Might become disinterested in many of the activities he used to enjoy 

 Might get more sad or become depressed 

 Might be tempted to use more medication than he needs 

 

Teacher continues to read, stopping at Decision Point #3: Ollie realizes when he 
takes oxycodone, he feels less emotional and better even though his pain is only 
mild now. 

Decision to make: Whether or not to take "oxy" when it's either not necessary, or 
for something it is not prescribed for, like sadness or depression 

 “What action can Ollie take to help keep him healthy and safe?”  

 [Elicit feedback.] 

Say to students, "What other ways could Ollie manage his pain instead of using 
oxycodone?" 

Possible responses if not already stated: 

 Use a non-opioid pain reliever such as Tylenol or Advil since the pain is mild 

 Exercise to help keep fit and make him feel better 

 Live with some pain as his body heals 

 Talk to his doctor and see a counselor to talk about his feelings 

Elicit feedback. Say to students, "What might happen if Ollie chooses to keep taking 
oxycodone when he doesn't really need it? How might his misuse impact his family?" 

Possible responses if not already stated: 

 Might develop an addiction 

 When he runs out of oxycodone, he might try other drugs 

 Family will become disrupted and hurt by his misuse and addiction 
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Teacher continues to read, stopping at Decision Point #4: Since he renewed his 
prescription, Ollie finds that he has lots of pills left over, but his arm does not hurt 
anymore.  

Decision to make: Whether or not to misuse opioids 

“What action can Ollie take to help keep him healthy and safe?” 

 [Elicit feedback.] 

Say to students, "What should Ollie do with the pills since he no longer needs them for 
pain?  If he keeps them around, do you think he (or someone else) might get tempted to 
use them when he does not need them?" 

Possible responses if not already stated: 

 Find out the safest way to get rid of them  

 Tell doctor, parent, or other trusted adult that he does not need them and to get rid 
of them 

 If Ollie is still having problems with feelings, see a counselor to get help 

Elicit feedback. Say to students, "What might happen if Ollie chooses to keep taking 
oxycodone when he doesn't really need it as much? Think back to lists we made earlier." 

Possible responses if not already stated: 

 Might develop an addiction 

 When he runs out of oxycodone, he might turn to other drugs to satisfy the craving, 
as he is becoming addicted—this is also known as a 'substance abuse disorder' 

 

Teacher continues to read, stopping at Final Decision Point #5: After taking the 
pills over 3-4 weeks, he wants more, but his doctor will not renew his prescription. 
Ollie feels anxious, irritated, and sick.  

At the skate park, Ollie runs into “JJ,” who is a sort-of friend of his older cousin. He 
tells Ollie that heroin will make him feel just like oxycodone makes him feel, and 
that it's cheap and easy to get, and offers to get him some. 

Decision to make: Whether or not to use heroin 

“What action can Ollie take to help keep him healthy and safe?”  

 [Elicit feedback.] 

Say to students, "JJ is acting as a drug dealer, which is illegal and a felony. What might 
happen if Ollie chooses to use heroin? What about his family?” 

Possible responses:  

 Risks of using include legal trouble, addiction 

 Hurt to self, family and friends 

 Death from accidental overdose 
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Online Resources 
 
Mind Matters: The Body's Response to Opioids 
https://teens.drugabuse.gov/teachers/mind-over-matter/opioids 

 
Drugs, Brains, and Behavior: The Science of Addiction 
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugs-brains-behavior-science-addiction/drugs-brain 
 
National Institute on Drug Abuse site for Parents and Teachers 
https://www.drugabuse.gov/parents-educators 
 
Opioid (Narcotic) Pain Medications 
http://www.webmd.com/pain-management/guide/narcotic-pain-medications#1 
 
Teen Brain Development (activity #6 video from NIDA) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EpfnDijz2d8&feature=youtu.be 
 
ALERT Educator article 
Why Should We Tell Kids About the Opiate Epidemic? 
 

 
Alternate Activity 6. The Brain and Addiction (mini 
lecture; 6 min.) 

This opioid-specific mini-lecture can replace the Teen Brain 
Development video if your classroom does not have Internet access 
to display it. Show the full set of Power Point slides while speaking. 

Research shows that information about the brain has a significant impact on adolescent learning 
and decision making about substance use. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Activity Goals 

1. To explain why some people want to use opioids. 

2. To show that the brain is still developing into our mid-twenties.  

3. To present how vulnerable the brain is to drug effects. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

(Slide 1 - Your Brain: Your Body’s “Control Center”): “The human brain is very complex and 

controls our movement and thoughts and our bodily functions---it is our body’s control center or 

"computer" and it takes a long time to fully mature. It isn’t fully developed until around age 25. A 
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part of the brain known as the pleasure and reward center controls when we feel good, like when 

you are really excited or happy about something. (Advance slide.) 

(Slide 2 – What Is Dopamine and What Does It Do?): Dopamine is a chemical in the brain is 

released naturally when we do something that we truly enjoy - such as listening to music, being 

physically active or exercising, dancing, accomplishing a difficult task, laughing, being with a 

person we love, or even enjoying a creative hobby such as drawing, painting, or playing a game. 

Simply, prescription opioids cause more dopamine to be released than what occurs naturally. 

At first, this may seem like a good thing, and that is often the reason why people want to use the 

drug again. BUT, eventually their bodies want more to feel good--also known as tolerance--

because their own body stops doing this naturally. That means the things you used to do that 

make you feel good may no longer make you feel good. Only the drug makes you feel good for a 

while. (Advance slide.) 

(Slide 3 – Addiction): We know this as ADDICTION. As users fall deeper into addiction, the drug 

does not give them the good feeling anymore, but they still need it to function - like to fall asleep, 

or to stay awake, or to stop some of those intense withdrawal symptoms like shaking or vomiting. 

The addiction process with opioids is particularly strong and happens even when a person has 

used for a short time. In teens, the process of addiction is quicker because the brain is still 

developing and is thus more prone to addiction." (Advance slide.) 

(Slide 4 – Benefiting Your Brain): ”We all can make choices to keep our brain protected and 
healthy. (Review list quickly and elicit feedback.)  What other helpful activities can you think 
of?”  

End of Mini Lecture 
 

Tell students, “You can see now why it is important to protect your brain from addictive drugs and 

it is best not to expose yourself to them. You’re getting informed about these substances and will 

be much smarter about how to avoid using them.” 

"Ok, let's do some roleplays and practice some ways to say ‘no’." 
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Prescription Opioids 
 

What Are Prescription Opioids? 

Prescription opioids are drugs that are used to treat pain and discomfort. They are often 
referred to as prescription “pain medicine,” “pain killers,” or “pain meds.” They are legal, man-
made medications that are usually manufactured in an approved lab.  They should only be 
used when you are under a doctor's care. The most popular opioids are in 
pill form, and include names like Vicodin, OxyContin (or Oxy), Percocet, 
and codeine. Many prescription cough syrups also contain codeine. 

How Do Prescription Opioids Make People “High”? 
Prescription opioids go right to the brain.  They tell the brain to prevent 
the body from experiencing pain. Painful feelings are replaced with 
pleasant feelings or what is sometimes called a “high.” When you keep taking the drug over a 
long period of time, you need more and more of it to feel the same effects and to function 
normally. 

Why Do Teens Use Prescription Opioids? 
Sometime doctors prescribe these medicines for teens to help them with physical pain. 
Athletes may use them before games to help with the pain of a sports injury. Teens may also 
use them for the pain of migraines or menstrual cramps. While most people do not use 
prescription opioids, some teens will use them just to feel their effects, even though they're 
not in any pain. 

Why Is It Dangerous to Take Opioids That Are Not Prescribed for You? 
The most important reason for not using prescription opioids that aren’t prescribed for you 
is that the drugs can be deadly. An overdose can cut off your breathing and result in brain 
damage and death, even with only one dose. And, unfortunately, it is easy to overdose. 
  

These drugs come in many forms and strengths, and the correct dosage is 
different for every person, and teens often have no idea what they are 
really taking. Many teens do not even know what the drugs are for, or which 
pills are more powerful than others. They also don't know what dosages are 
dangerous and how these drugs react when combined with other drugs, such 
as alcohol, marijuana, or Ritalin.  Combining drugs is extremely dangerous 
and can affect coordination and doing simple tasks, or can cause death from 
stroke, heart attack, or respiratory failure (inability to breathe).  Sometimes, these drugs are 
made in illegal labs.  Opioids that are purchased "on the street" or from a friend are 
considered illegal; and they can be very dangerous, since it's not known where they came 
from or what is actually in them.  The only opioids you should ever take should be prescribed 
by your doctor, purchased from a pharmacy, and taken according to your doctor's instructions 
while you are under his or her care. 
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Are There Other Effects Besides Pain Relief or A "High"? 
Yes. Prescription opioids can slow down your breathing, make you tired, and cause nausea. 

Are Prescription Opioids Addictive? 
Using prescription opioids to treat pain from a minor injury can lead to addiction very 
quickly. The more often teens use these drugs, the larger the dose they need the next time 
to get the same effect. Because of this, doctors are very careful when prescribing these drugs 
and only prescribe a dose that will work for a specific patient and for a short period of time.  
If they are used in a way that is different from these restrictions, it is considered illegal. 
 

Continued use of these drugs produces both mental and physical cravings. When teens 
become dependent on these drugs, finding and using them becomes the main focus of life. 
Mental symptoms of taking the drug away include depression and anxiety. Physical 
symptoms include stomach cramps, aches, sweating, chills, nausea, shaking, and trouble 
sleeping. Even after treatment for addiction, it is very difficult for the user to stay away from 
the drug. 

 

Heroin 

What Is Heroin?  
Heroin is a very addictive, illegal drug 
made from opium poppy plants. It is 
grown in Asia, Mexico, and South 
America. It is usually sold as a white or brownish powder. 
Most people do not use heroin, but sometimes when a 
person can't get a prescription for opioids anymore, they may 
start using heroin for pain. 
 

Street names for heroin include smack, junk, H, black tar, and 
horse. Slang phrases for using it include skagging and chasing the dragon. Heroin can be 
injected, snorted, sniffed, or smoked. After taking it, the user goes through times of feeling 
very sleepy and then feeling wide awake. Heroin is often mixed with (or "cut or laced with") 
other substances (like sugar, baking soda, and baby powder), so a user has no idea what 
they are really putting into their body.  All forms of heroin are very dangerous and very 
addictive. 

  

Field of opium poppies 

Opium gum oozing from 
a poppy plant 
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How Does Heroin Make People “High”? 
Heroin goes right to your brain. It works by telling the brain to 
prevent the body from experiencing pain or discomfort. 
Painful feelings are replaced with pleasant feelings or what's 
called a “high.”  When you keep taking heroin over a long 
period of time, you need more and more of it to feel the same 
effects and to function normally. This can cause many physical 
problems, including breathing difficulty and problems with 
physical coordination, and lead to overdose and death. 
 
Does Heroin Affect Everyone in the Same Way? 
No. Since everyone's body is different, the effect you might feel can be different from what 
someone else might feel. Using it just one time is dangerous enough to cause an 
overdose or death. Any heroin user can become addicted to it, and some people will 
become addicted much faster than others.  

Are There Other Effects Besides a “High”? 
Yes. Heroin’s strongest effects last about 15 minutes, but it can continue to affect your body 
for up to 5 hours. Heroin can cause things like speech, thinking, and movement to slow 
down; simple things like tying your shoe or walking may take longer to do. Over time, the 
body and brain start to need heroin to do these basic functions.   

Are There Long-term Effects of Using Heroin? 
Heroin affects the brain’s ability to help you think clearly and control your actions. It can 
affect your memory, and your ability to make decisions. Using heroin for a long time can 
cause you to need larger doses to keep you feeling the same way. This can turn into an 
endless cycle of wanting more and more of the drug, causing you to do things you never 
thought you would do in order to get it.  
 

Heroin addiction, like addiction to other drugs, causes things 
like severe sweating and anxiety, shaking, difficulty in 
breathing, frequent relapses (quitting for a time, then using 
again), and the strong urge to keep using the drug without 
thinking about what might happen to you. The only way to 
recover from heroin addiction is by getting help from a 
doctor. Long-term users, especially those that share injection needles, are also at risk for 
many different infections, such as hepatitis B, HIV, and bacterial infections of the heart. 
 

Signs of a heroin overdose include slowed breathing; blue lips and fingernails; cold, damp 
skin; vomiting; and shaking.  A heroin overdose can cause you to stop breathing and 
prevent oxygen from reaching your brain, and can lead to coma, permanent brain damage, 
or death.  

Heroin in white powder form 

Prescription opioids and heroin take 
control of the brain 
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Is Heroin Legal for Teens? 
In all states, it is illegal to purchase or use heroin whether you are a teen or an adult. If you 
are found in possession of heroin, it can result in expulsion from school, the loss of friends, 
the ability to get a job or driver's license, trouble with law enforcement, and possibly getting 
charged with a felony and facing jail time. 
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There can be medical benefits to prescription pain medications (prescription opioids), but only 
when closely monitored by a doctor and used by the person for which they are prescribed. Use 
the information below to give a 5- to 10-minute oral report to your parent or guardian. Then 
return the signed form to class. 

 
Actions to take if you are prescribed opioids: 

 

1. If your doctor recommends that you take opioids, ask about non-opioid options 

2. Ask your doctor about possible dangers and side effects  

3. Tell your doctor about any other medications you’re taking, including vitamins and supplements 

4. Follow your doctor’s orders, monitor how you’re feeling, and report back concerns immediately 

5. Do not mix medications with alcohol or drugs 

6. Do not share medication with family or friends 

7. When finished with your prescription, dispose of remaining medication properly 
(https://www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates/ucm101653.htm) 

 
 
Prescription pain medications (opioids) can be extremely addicting. Taking them for even minor pain can lead to 
addiction very quickly. Over time, people who use these drugs need more and more (this is called “tolerance”). Because 
this can happen, doctors have a responsibility to be very careful when prescribing these drugs: 1) to only prescribe a 
dose that will work for a specific patient, and 2) to prescribe the medicine for only a limited period of time.  But the 
patient also has an equally important responsibility: to take only what is needed to manage the pain. 
 
Continued use of opioids can cause both mental and physical cravings. When teenagers become addicted to these 
drugs, finding and using the drug becomes the main focus of life. Taking the drug away causes depression and anxiety 
and other feelings from "withdrawal," including muscle cramps, aches, sweating, chills, nausea, shaking, and 
sleeplessness. Even after getting treatment for addiction, the chance of becoming addicted again, or "relapsing," is very 
high. 
 
Abusing prescription opioids can have permanent effects on the brain, including loss of interest in everything except 
the drug, loss of memory, inability to enjoy normal pleasures, depression, impaired brain functioning, and can lead to 
abuse of other substances, like illegal pain medications and heroin. 
 
Parent or Guardian: Sign if your child reviewed this with you - _______________________ 

 
Student Name       

Date  Period    
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