
How to Talk About
Substance Use
What the Research Says:

Talking about substances does not increase use —
when framed supportively, it actually delays onset.
Avoiding the topic can leave students vulnerable to
misinformation, peer myths, or unsafe
experimentation.
Students already know more than we think. Your
voice brings clarity and safety.

Self-Check Before You Talk

Do I understand this student’s developmental stage
and risks?

Am I open to listening, not just informing?

Can I speak without judgment, even if the student
discloses use?

If any are a “no,” pause — and seek support or resources before diving in.
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Scan the QR code for more
resources pertaining to

prevention, interventions, and
treatment.



Tips to Keep It Safe
Avoid scare tactics. They backfire. Focus on honest info
and safety strategies.
Validate curiosity. It’s normal. Turn it into a learning
moment.
Leave room for silence. Don’t rush disclosures or expect
an immediate response.
Keep the door open. Say: “If you ever want to talk about
this again, I’m here.”

Remember:

Bringing it up isn’t the danger.
 Not bringing it up might be.
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Age/Grade Opening Phrase Why It Works

Elementary “Some things we put in our bodies
help us feel good — but others can

be harmful. Do you know any
examples?”

Invites a
curiosity-based

convo

Middle
School

“You may hear stuff at school or
online about vaping or pills. Want

to check what’s true?”

Opens the door
to myth-busting

High School “If a friend was using something
risky, what would you do? Want to

talk through it?”

Centers peer
influence and

safety

Age-Appropriate Entry Points


