
Be Smart, Don’t Start – Grade 3 

 

 

Core knowledge content 
 

The content in this section is meant to provide the teacher with the background information 
needed to prepare and teach the Grade 3: Be Smart, Don’t Start presentation. 

 
Definition of drug 

 
A drug is a substance, other than food, which changes the way a person thinks, feels, and acts. A drug can 
come from a plant or can be made in a laboratory.  A drug can enter the body by being ingested, smoked, 
injected, inhaled, or absorbed (e.g. under the tongue or through the skin). 

 
Medicines can be helpful when used properly 

 
Medicine can be obtained from a variety of sources: physicians, nurse practitioners, pharmacy 
and/or over-the-counter retail stores etc. For minors it may be that they get medicine from a 
trusted adult such as a parent, guardian, teacher etc. There a quite a few benefits that medication 
can provided such as helping to heal the body and make us feel better. Medication can be used to 
fight off germs such as bacteria, viruses, parasites etc. Supplements such as vitamins and minerals 
help to maintain and repair the body but a healthy diet can also provide these benefits as well. 
Medication has benefits even when someone is not acutely ill. Vaccines help to prevent many 
different illnesses. Typically vaccines are given by needle but there are alternative routes that can 
be used. 

 
It is important to understand that although medicine can be very beneficial and helpful; all 
prescription and over-the-counter medications can be dangerous if they are not used properly. 

 
5 Rules of taking medication 

 
1.  Take medication only from an adult you trust. 
2.  Take only the amount of medicine your doctor or a grown-up says to take. 
3.  Never share medication. 
4.  Never take someone else’s prescription medication e.g. inhaler 
5.  If you do not feel well after taking a medication, tell a grown-up you trust right 

away. 
 

Nicotine 
 

Nicotine is found naturally in the tobacco leaf. It is the chemical that makes tobacco products (e.g. 
cigarettes, cigars, and chewing tobacco) so addictive. Nicotine can also be found in electronic 
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cigarettes. In Ontario, nicotine is a legal drug but you must be 19 years of age or older to 
purchase tobacco products or e-cigarettes. 

 
Electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes) use a battery, heating element and liquid containing cartridge 
(e-liquid or e-juice) to create an aerosol or vapour. Some of these cartridges contain nicotine and 
some claim not to. In fact, some cartridges that have been labeled as nicotine-free actually contain 
nicotine. In Canada, e-cigarettes without nicotine are considered legal but Health Canada warns 
that they have not been fully checked for safety or quality. E-cigarettes containing nicotine are still 
readily available in Canada and online. The cartridges can also come in different flavours which 
may appeal to youth. 

 
When smoked, nicotine is absorbed through the lungs and into the bloodstream and to other 
organs in the body. It can take as little as 10 seconds for nicotine to reach the brain after it is 
inhaled. Initially, nicotine may cause you to feel good or energized, or alert and calm. Nicotine 
causes blood vessels to constrict (narrow) which increases blood pressure. It also increases heart 
rate, decreases body temperature, alters brain waves and relaxes muscles. New smokers may 
experience coughing, dizziness and dry/irritated throat. They may also have nausea, weakness, 
stomach cramps and headache. These symptoms may decrease once a tolerance to nicotine is 
developed. 

 
Nicotine is addictive. Chronic exposure to nicotine also affects brain development. This is 
particularly harmful during periods when the brain is developing rapidly such as in young people or 
during fetal development (pregnancy). These lasting changes can negatively affect a person’s 
thinking, reasoning and/or behaviour, including memory and attention. 

 
When some people go for more than a few hours without nicotine they may experience 
withdrawal symptoms. These symptoms may include dizziness, shakiness, headaches, anxiety and 
irritability, nervousness and restlessness, difficulty concentrating or sleeping, increase appetite, 
slight depression, cravings (for a cigarette). Many people continue to smoke to avoid these 
feelings. 

 
Alcohol 

 
Alcohol is a legal drug in Canada for individuals 19 years of age and over. Alcohol is contained in 
drinks such as wine, beer, and liquor. Alcohol is classified as a depressant, which means it slows 
the body down. This includes slowing our breathing, and heart rate, and also alters the way 
someone can think, act or feel. Alcohol can have negative affects to our body, especially to our 
liver. Alcohol can also negatively affect athletic performance, and has been associated with poor 
grades. Sometimes, some people may get addicted to alcohol; this can result in damage to organs 
including the liver, pancreas, stomach and/or brain, also being addicted to alcohol can increase the 
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risk for many chronic health conditions, such as cirrhosis of the liver, many cancers, and injuries 
(such as car crashes). 

 
Children may see a trusted adult that they know, ingesting alcoholic beverages. It is important 
for a child to be knowledgeable regarding adults drinking responsibly. By the time a person is 19 
years of age, the law states that they are legally allowed to drink alcohol. At this time, your body 
has developed enough to process the alcoholic content, and you are aware of guidelines to drink 
responsibly. These guidelines can include, knowing how much alcohol to drink (decreasing risk 
for injury and harm), knowledgeable on not drinking when driving a vehicle, using any type of 
machinery, making important decisions, when pregnant etc., and drinking slowly and responsibly 
by setting limits for themselves. It is important that trusted adults are able to drink responsibly 
to support a healthy lifestyle, and make a positive influence on others. 

 

Caffeine 
 
 

Caffeine is a stimulant that speeds up your central nervous system. It is the world’s most popular 
drug. Caffeine occurs naturally in products such as coffee, tea, chocolate and soft drinks. It is also 
added to a variety of prescription and over-the-counter medications, including cough, cold and 
pain remedies. Energy drinks may contain both naturally occurring and added caffeine. 

 
Caffeine stimulates the brain, elevates the mood and postpones fatigue. If you consume caffeine 
before bedtime, you will likely take longer to get to sleep, sleep for a shorter time and sleep less 
deeply. 

 
Too much caffeine can give you a headache, upset your stomach, make you nervous and jittery and 
leave you unable to sleep. It can also cause flushed face, increased urination, muscle twitching and 
agitation. Some people feel these effects even with a very small amount (in some people as little as 
250 mg, or two cups of coffee a day). Larger doses of caffeine, especially when consumed by 
people who don’t usually take caffeine, can cause rapid heartbeat, convulsions and even delirium. 

 
Energy drinks containing caffeine should not be confused with sports drinks. When used during 
periods of intense physical activity, sports drinks can help to quench thirst, while energy drinks can 
cause dehydration. 

 
Small amounts of caffeine have a greater effect on children because their bodies are smaller and 
their brains are still developing. 

 
Regular consumption of caffeine can lead to physical dependence. That means that if you abruptly 
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stop using caffeine-containing products, you may feel edgy and tired and have a bad headache. 
 

Addiction 
 
 

The term addiction can be described by the presence of the cravings, loss of control, and 
compulsion to use despite consequences. Often the urge is so powerful that despite the risk, 
people continue to use the drug(s). 

 
People never start using drugs with the intention of becoming addicted. However, the changes that 
occur in the brain make it challenging to quit using the drug. The best way to avoid becoming 
addicted to a drug is to not start using the drug. 

 
Refusal skills 

 
• Say “no”. Be assertive and clear. 
• Walk away 
• Broken record – You may be asked several times - keep repeating “no”. 
• Give an excuse or explanation if you want. For example, “I don’t want to use drugs 

because I don’t want to become addicted.” Or “I don’t know if I should take that 
medication, I need to ask my parents first” 

• Offer an alternative activity. For example, “I don’t want to smoke pot; how about we go 
to the mall?” or if offered alcohol ask “do you have pop/water?” 

• Reverse the pressure. For example, “Why are you pressuring me?” 
 

Where to get help 
 

• Kids Help Phone (1-800-668-6868) 
• Mental Health Helpline (1-866-531-2600)  
• Community Addictions Services of Niagara (CASON) (905) 684-1183  
• Pathstone Mental Health – Crisis Services (1-800-263-4944) 
• Al-Anon/Alateen (if you are bothered by someone else’s drinking) 905-328-1677 or 1-888- 

425-2666 
• Parents 
• Teacher/Principal/VP 
• Child and Youth Worker 
• Public Health Nurse 
• Doctor 

http://www.cason.ca/
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Supplemental Knowledge 
 

 
Questions kids have when a parent drinks 
(Adapted from: When a parent drinks too much alcohol… What kids want to know, retrieved from 
https://www.camh.ca/en/health-info/guides-and-publications/when-a-parent-drinks-too-much-
alcohol) 

 
Why does my mom or dad drink so much? 

 
Lots of people drink alcohol and don’t have problems. But this is not true for everyone. There are 
many possible reasons why someone may have a problem with alcohol, but sometimes the causes 
are not known. There are also different reasons why people begin drinking too much. At first, 
people may drink alcohol because it makes them feel better or more relaxed, or because it seems 
like fun. Some people may gradually begin to drink more, while for others heavy drinking may start 
more suddenly. In some cases, stress or other mental health problems may lead a person to drink 
more alcohol. Remember, not all alcohol use is a problem. It ranges from non–problem drinking to 
addiction. 

 
Can you feel bad when you stop drinking or cut back quickly? 

 
Yes. People who often drink a lot for a period of time, or binge (five or more drinks on one 
occasion), may feel bad and even experience serious physical effects when they stop drinking or 
cut down. These are called withdrawal symptoms. They may: feel nervous and jumpy, have sleep 
problems, have tremors (the “shakes”), have seizures, have hallucinations (think they hear or see 
things that aren’t really there). 

 
What does it feel like to drink alcohol? How does it feel to be drunk? 

 
Alcohol is a drug. It affects a person’s body and how he or she feels and behaves. People who are 
drunk may have many different feelings. They may feel dizzy, silly, happy or free to act however 
they want. Or they may feel out of control, angry, violent, sad, tired or nauseous (feel like 
vomiting). After drinking a lot, people may have trouble remembering, talking, standing, walking or 
doing other tasks. People may also vomit (throw up), fall down, feel ill (have a “hangover”) or 
black out (when they can’t remember what happened). 

 
Why am I so confused about how I feel? Why do I worry so much? 

 
If someone in your family drinks too much alcohol, things at home might not feel calm or safe. The 
alcohol problem can make family relationships tense, which can cause arguments. When you are 
worrying about what is going on, it may be hard to concentrate at home and at school. 
The parent with the alcohol problem may say things that he or she doesn’t mean. Your mom or 
dad may break promises. There may not be a regular schedule at home (for example, meals may 

https://www.camh.ca/en/health-info/guides-and-publications/when-a-parent-drinks-too-much-alcohol
https://www.camh.ca/en/health-info/guides-and-publications/when-a-parent-drinks-too-much-alcohol
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not be on time). You may feel unhappy, or may be embarrassed to bring friends home. All this 
stress can cause confusing feelings. All these feelings are normal. Even scary feelings are OK. 

 
Why is the alcohol problem a secret? 

 
It doesn’t have to be a secret but sometimes people don’t want to let others know about their 
alcohol problem. They may worry that others will think badly of them and treat them differently. 
This is sometimes called “stigma” or “discrimination.” Drinking is often seen as something that 
people should be able to control, or to stop if they want to. People may worry that others would 
see them as “weak” if they admitted having an alcohol problem. People may also worry that if they 
admit they have a problem, it may lead to other problems (for example, that it may make them 
lose their job, scare family members or make others think they are a bad parent). 

 
Sometimes kids think that if they talk about their mom or dad’s drinking problem, they will get 
their parent in trouble. They may also worry about getting in trouble themselves. Kids might feel 
that their family is different from others (for example, there may be a lot of arguing, the house 
may be a mess or the parent may often be sleeping on the couch). A child might be embarrassed 
by what is going on at home, and not want anyone to know about it. 

 
Can my mom or dad stop drinking so much? Can people get better? 

 
Yes. The good news is that people with alcohol problems can get better. However, it can be 
really hard to stop drinking. A person may take a long time to change. Or they might change for a 
while, but then have a day or week when they start drinking again. This is called a “relapse,” and it 
is often part of getting better. It doesn’t always mean the person won’t ever stop. 

 
Is there anything I can do to make my mom or dad better? 

 
Many kids worry about the parent with the alcohol problem. Family support is really important for 
people with a drinking problem. Kids can let their parent know they care about them and want 
them to get better, but ultimately it is the adults who are responsible for being the “helpers,” not 
the kids. Sometimes the parent may blame others for his or her drinking. But kids are not the 
cause of their parent’s drinking problem, no matter what is going on at home. The child can’t 
control or cure the problem. 

 
Why do people drink so much when they know it will hurt them or others? 

 
When people have an alcohol problem, they may lie and say things they don’t mean, which can 
really hurt people’s feelings. People may not admit the bad things that are happening in their lives 
(either to themselves or to others) because of their drinking. When someone is drunk, his or her 
judgment is off, or “impaired.” The person may do dangerous things, such as driving or getting into 
fights. People with a drinking problem believe alcohol will help them feel better or forget about 
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their other problems. People who drink too much usually only focus on what is happening right 
now. They do not think about what may happen later or in the long term. They may not be able to 
understand what is really going on in their lives. People who have been drinking too much for a long 
time may drink to avoid feeling ill. They may feel ill if they stop drinking or drink less, and this feels 
worse in the short term. 

 
When I grow up, will I have an alcohol problem too? 

 
It’s natural to worry about this. Some scientists think that kids may be more likely to have an 
alcohol problem if a parent does. But this is not certain, and most kids will not follow in their 
parent’s footsteps and have a drinking problem. Most adults drink responsibly and don’t develop 
alcohol problems. Kids are able to make different choices. It helps if kids know the risks. They can 
get support to help them make different choices than their parent did. 

 
What can I do so that I don’t ever have an alcohol problem? 

 
There are a lot of things kids can do. Joining clubs, playing sports and hanging out with friends are 
all great ideas. So is spending time with other adults who don’t have problems with alcohol (for 
example, sports coaches, teachers and other grown-up relatives). It’s important for kids to find 
something they enjoy and to spend a lot of time doing it. It’s good to spend time with other kids 
who like to play sports and do fun and healthy things (for example, ride bikes, play in the 
playground, do arts and crafts, and play on the computer). These are all great ways to cope with 
stress, sadness, and ups and downs. Kids should also find things they like to do alone, for when they 
can’t leave the house or find someone to play with. For example, they can read, write stories, play 
music or watch TV. They can also talk to a friend on the phone. 

 
If kids have their own dreams and goals, they are less likely to have an alcohol problem. Adults can 
help kids work toward goals. It’s important for kids to have a relationship with at least one caring 
adult. When things in the family are going well, it’s a good idea for kids to join in family 
celebrations and rituals. These can be small things, like eating dinner together, watching a TV show 
together or celebrating birthdays and holidays together in a special way. This is important for kids, 
even when not everyone in the family is there. 
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Resources 
 

Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH) – Information for Children and Youth: 
http://www.camh.ca/en/hospital/health_information/for_children_youth/Pages/default.aspx 

 
Talking to Kids About Drugs (Niagara Region) – Contains links to other resources for teachers and 
parents: http://www.niagararegion.ca/living/health_wellness/alc-sub-abuse/drugs/talking-to- kids.aspx 

 
Community Addictions Services of Niagara Region:   www.cason.ca 

 
Pathstone Mental Health:   www.pathstonementalhealth.ca 

 
Mind Your Mind: https://mindyourmind.ca 
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Saskatchewan Health Region: https://www.saskatoonhealthregion.ca/locations_services/Services/health-
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