
 

Drugs + Society: Emergency Room Visits 
The following graph compares the number of emergency room visits due  
to alcohol and drug abuse nationwide for people under 21 in the years 2004  
and 2009. Use the information from the graph to answer the questions at  
the bottom of the page. 

ACTIVITY 4

For more facts about drugs 
and health, visit:

	 •	 �teens.drugabuse.gov
	 •	� scholastic.com/headsup
To order or download free 
copies of Heads Up materials, 
including this Poster/Teaching 
Guide, visit: 

	 •	 �scholastic.com/	
headsup/teachers

Science (NSES/NRC): 
•	 Life Science
•	� Science in Personal and Social Perspectives
	 •	 Risks and benefits
	 •	 Personal and community health

RESOURCES
ADDITIONAL

Language Arts (IRA/NCTE):  
•	� Students apply a wide range of strategies 

to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and 
appreciate texts.

•	� Students participate as knowledgeable, 
reflective, creative, and critical members of 
a variety of literacy communities.

 Teaching Guide:

DRUGS + YOUR BODY:
It Isn’t Pretty Includes:

• Poster
• Teaching Guide
• �Student Activity 

ReproduciblesScience and Critical-Thinking Program for Grades 7–12

Questions

1.	� In both 2004 and 2009, which drug contributed to the most emergency room visits by people under 21?

	

2.	 For which drugs did emergency room visits increase from 2004 to 2009?  

3.	 For which drugs did emergency room visits decrease from 2004 to 2009?  

4.	� Which two drugs showed the biggest increase in emergency room visits from 2004 to 2009?

5.	� Overall, did drug-related visits to the emergency room increase or decrease from 2004 to 2009?

Looking at the Big Picture   (use separate paper as necessary):

1.	 What are some reasons why drug abuse can cause a person to visit the emergency room? Do research as

	 necessary to support your answer.  

2.	� What are some possible outcomes or costs to society that may result from drug- and alcohol-related 

	 emergency room visits? 

Dear Teacher,
As an educator, you are aware of how important it is for teens to have 
reliable information to answer their questions about drugs and  
drug abuse.

Scholastic and the scientists at the National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA) have created this poster/teaching guide, Drugs + Your Body:  
It Isn’t Pretty, to provide students with important scientific facts about  
the wide-ranging effects of drugs on their developing brains and bodies.

The poster and activities included inside provide factual details 
and critical-thinking questions on the effects drugs have on the 
brain and body—including harmful physical and psychological 
consequences that affect not only individuals, but also families, 
friends, and communities.

Thank you for sharing this valuable information with  
your students. 

Nora D. Volkow, M.D.
Director
National Institute on Drug Abuse

Ann Amstutz Hayes
Vice President
Scholastic Inc.

CONTENTS

Aligned with National Standards

Overview and Objectives: The materials in this poster/
teaching guide are designed to provide students with 
scientific facts and engage them in critical thinking about 
how drugs affect different parts of the body, including the 
brain, as well as the nonphysical effects on their lives (e.g., 
difficult relationships, poor grades, problems with friends).

By completing the activities, students will understand how 
specific drugs can affect the delicate balance between the 
brain and body, possibly causing lasting physical or mental 
problems, including addiction. They will also learn how an 
individual’s drug abuse can affect friends and family and 

become a public health problem 
for society at large. 

The four student activity 
reproducibles found in this  
poster/teaching guide can be used 
individually by students and/or 
as additional resources for larger 
class discussions. The classroom 
poster can also be used to 
engage students in the activities. 
The work sheets can be taught 
independently, but are ideally 
taught in sequence in the order 
presented.

Time Required: Approximately 
20 minutes for each of the four activity reproducibles. 
Additional time for class discussion may be required.

Materials: Before displaying the poster, copy the activities 
on the back for use in the classroom. Depending on how the 

activities are conducted, some will require additional paper 
and a pen or pencil.

Launching the Activities: Display the classroom poster and 
start a class discussion with students:

•	 �Provide some examples of how abusing drugs harms the 
brain and body.

•	 �Excluding the impact of drugs on the body, how else does 
drug abuse harm a person? Other people?

•	 �Where do students get their information about the effects 
of drug abuse? 

Activities Discussion Topics: Instruct students to study the 
poster and information contained on the work sheets and use 
this information to complete each activity, and participate 
in class discussions. Explain to students that the poster and 
activities present information about how drugs can affect their 
brains, bodies, and lives. 

•	 �Activity 1: What do the students know about the brain 
and what it does? What do they know about how the brain 
controls the body?  

•	 �Activity 2: Why is understanding the physical effects of 
drugs important information for teens to have? Are teens  
less likely to abuse drugs when they know the health effects?

•	 �Activity 3: How can the actions of one person affect the 
lives of others? How can understanding that connection 
help in decision making?

•	 �Activity 4: Drug abuse is a public health problem. This 
means it affects not only an individual or his or her family, 
but society at large. How are communities affected by 
individual actions? How can society respond to problems 
that arise from increased drug abuse?

Activity Reproducibles Overviews Skills

1   �The Brain–Body 
Connection

How the brain communicates  
with the body

• Scientific diagrams  
• Critical thinking

2  �Drugs + Your Body: It 
Isn’t Pretty (two pages)

The harmful effects of specific 
drugs on organs

• Tables/charts 
• Critical thinking

3  �Drugs + Your Life: It 
Isn’t Pretty

Other consequences of  
drug abuse

• Causal diagrams 
• Decision-making 
• Critical thinking

4  �Drugs + Society: 
Emergency Room 
Visits

Statistics on emergency room 
visits due to alcohol and  
drug abuse

• Graphs 
• Critical thinking

Activities Answer Key / Evaluations

ACTIVITY 1: “The Brain–Body Connection”  Answers may 
vary, but should include content along the following lines: 
1) The brain directly or indirectly controls not just thoughts, 
feelings, and actions, but also the function of virtually all 
body organs and systems. It also monitors a person’s current 
environment (both external and internal) to help them survive. 
If respiration needs to be slowed, the brain sends messages 
through the peripheral nervous system to the lungs, causing 
the lungs to slow down. 2) When I’m scared, or when I run 
fast, my heart beats faster. Drugs that can cause the same 
reaction in a person include cocaine, methamphetamine, and 
prescription stimulants (at high doses or taken inappropriately, 
such as snorting). 3) A physical activity such as working out 
includes both voluntary and involuntary responses. A person 
voluntarily moves his or her body, which creates involuntary 
responses from the lungs (breathing harder) and the heart 
(beating faster).  

Evaluation: Do students understand the difference between 
voluntary responses like walking, and involuntary responses 
like breathing? Do they understand that normal organ 
functions are part of the involuntary system that can be 
disrupted and/or damaged by drugs of abuse? 

ACTIVITY 2: “Drugs + Your Body”  1) Endocrine system: 
feminization/masculinization; bones: stunted growth; skin: acne 
breakouts. 2) Tobacco contains many chemicals (carcinogens) 
that can lead to cancer. 3) Meth and tobacco. Both cause brown 
or lost teeth, gum disease, bad breath. Long-term exposure to 
the cancer-causing chemicals in smokeless tobacco can cause 
oral cancer. 4) Alcohol impairs the liver’s ability to remove 
toxins from the body, which causes a buildup of waste and fat, 

damaging the liver. Tobacco smoke also impairs the ability of 
the lungs to clean out toxins. Buildup of wastes in the liver or 
the lungs can lead to life-threatening diseases. 

Evaluation: Did students understand the material and were 
they able to apply the facts presented to their conclusions? 
Were they able to compare drug effects to come up with 
logical conclusions about similarities?

ACTIVITY 3: “Drugs + Your Life”  Answers will vary, but 
possible outcomes include: incarceration; accidents that cause 
fatalities or serious injuries; and loss of job, driving privileges, 
or opportunities for college/career. Fill-in-the-blank question 
answers will also vary. Outcomes for underage drinking 
include injuries, academic failure, alcohol poisoning, and 
heightened risk for other drug use and addiction.

Evaluation: Did students make a clear connection between 
decisions and consequences? Did they understand that one 
choice could affect them and those around them for the rest 
of their lives? 

ACTIVITY 4: “Drugs + Society”  1) alcohol; 2) marijuana, 
prescription pain relievers, combinations of alcohol and drugs,  
heroin, ecstasy; 3) alcohol and cocaine; 4) marijuana and 
prescription pain relievers; 5) increase. Looking at the Big 
Picture: Answers may include: 1) overdose; drug-related 
accidents; drug-related suicide attempts; accidental ingestion;  
adverse reactions. 2) increased costs to hospitals and emergency  
services that lead to increases in insurance premiums and 
taxes, which costs everyone, not just the injured person; death 
of innocent bystanders involved in accidents; destruction of 
property; delays in care for other injured or sick patients.

Evaluation: Did students make the connection between 
increased emergency room visits and increased costs to society? 
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ABOUT DRUGS AND YOUR BODY
ABOUT DRUGS AND YOUR BODY
HEADS UP REAL NEWS

Alignment with National Standards
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Drug- and Alcohol-Related Emergency Department Visits by Drug Type
Persons Under 21 Years of Age
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*Rx = prescription; 
includes pain relievers 
such as codeine or 
oxycodone, not over-the-
counter relievers such as 
Tylenol® or Advil®

Source: Drug Abuse Warning 
Network, 2009: Selected 
Tables of National Estimates 
of Drug-Related Emergency 
Department Visits. Rockville, 
MD: Center for Behavioral 
Health Statistics and Quality, 
SAMHSA, 2010, www.samhsa.
gov/data/DAWN.aspx
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