
 
   

Drugs and their effects 

Caffeine  
Caffeine is a natural chemical found in tea leaves and coffee beans. 
Caffeine has been in foods that humans eat and drink for hundreds of years. 
Today, caffeine is found in many common foods and drinks, such as coffee, 
tea, hot cocoa, cola, chocolate, and some medicines. 
When humans drink or eat caffeine, it acts as a stimulant. Stimulants may 
make us feel more awake and alert. Many people drink liquids with caffeine 
because they think it helps them to wake up and feel sharper. People who 
drink caffeine every day may start to depend on it. People who are used to 
caffeine and don't get it can develop headaches, stomach aches, and 
feel sleepy or grumpy all day long. 
Caffeine is a legal drug, but should be used carefully.  
 
Source: http://kidshealth.org/en/kids/caffeine.html  

 

Cannabis  

Cannabis has a number of different effects. It is a sedating drugs (which can 
make you feel sleepy) and a hallucinogenic drug (a drug that causes 
hallucinations.) Cannabis’ effects can turn out to be pleasant or unpleasant: 
Taking cannabis can make people feel chilled out, relaxed and happy, and 
they may get the giggles or become very talkative. It can make you more 
aware of your senses, and the hallucinogenic effects can even give you a 
feeling of time slowing down.  It can make you feel very hungry – this is 
sometimes called ‘getting the munchies'. 
Some people feel light-headed, faint and sick. Cannabis may cause feelings 
of anxiety, suspicion, panic and paranoia. 
 
Cannabis can affect the way the brain works. Regular use makes it difficult to 
learn and concentrate and research has linked cannabis use to poor exam 
results. This is a potentially serious risk if you’re young, when the brain is still 
developing. People who take a lot of cannabis can also find they lack 
motivation. 
 
Cannabis is a Class B drug so it is illegal to have for yourself, give away or sell. 
 
Source: http://www.talktofrank.com/drug/cannabis  
 
 

http://kidshealth.org/en/kids/headache.html
http://kidshealth.org/en/kids/abdominal-pain.html
http://kidshealth.org/en/kids/not-tired.html
http://kidshealth.org/en/kids/caffeine.html
http://www.talktofrank.com/drug/cannabis


 
   

Cigarettes (Nicotine) 
Cigarettes contain nicotine, which is highly addictive.  Even if you want to 
quit smoking, you may find it difficult because you’re addicted to the effects 
of nicotine.  

Nicotine contains chemicals which change your mood and concentration 
levels.  Some smokers enjoy this feeling.  These changes happen very quickly 
– when you inhale nicotine, it immediately rushes to your brain where it 
produces feelings of pleasure and reduces stress.  This is why many people 
become dependent on smoking.  The more you smoke, the more your brain 
gets used to the nicotine.  This means you have to smoke more to get the 
same effect.  

Smoking has a number of effects; it can make your teeth and hands yellow 
and have negative effects on your skin.  It can change your sense of smell 
and taste and give you less energy as well as giving you a cough and 
problems with breathing.  Most importantly, smoking cigarettes can lead to 
long term health effects including serious illnesses like heart disease and 
cancer.  

Cigarettes are legal to buy in the UK, but only if you are 18 or over. 

Sources: http://www.nhs.uk/chq/Pages/2278.aspx?CategoryID=53 / 
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/smoking/Pages/Betterlives.aspx  

 

Alcohol  
Our brains rely on a delicate balance of chemicals and processes. Alcohol is 
a depressant, which means it can disrupt that balance, affecting our 
thoughts, feelings and actions – and sometimes our long-term health. This is 
partly down to ‘neurotransmitters’, chemicals that help to transmit signals 
from one nerve (or neuron) in the brain to another. 
The relaxed feeling people can get when they have a first drink is due to the 
chemical changes alcohol causes in the brain. For many people, a drink can 
help them feel more confident and less anxious. That’s because alcohol starts 
to depress the part of the brain we associate with inhibition (feelings of 
shyness.) 
But, as people drink more, more of the brain starts to be affected. Alcohol 
can be linked to aggression with people becoming angry, aggressive, 
anxious or depressed.  
 
Because alcoholic drinks come in different strengths and sizes, alcohol is 
categorised in units - these are a way to tell how strong a drink is. One unit is 
equal to half a pint of beer.  It is recommended that adults should drink no 

http://www.nhs.uk/chq/Pages/2278.aspx?CategoryID=53
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/smoking/Pages/Betterlives.aspx


 
   

more than 14 units of alcohol per week.  There is no recommended limit for 
children, as children should not drink any alcohol. 
   
It may not seem like it, but alcohol is a poison and it can sometimes have 
dangerous consequences.  An adult body can only process one unit of 
alcohol an hour.  If you drink a lot in a short space of time, the amount of 
alcohol in your blood can stop your body from working properly.  It might 
slow down brain functions so you lose your sense of balance, irritate your 
stomach causing vomiting, dehydrate you, lower the body’s temperature or 
lower your blood sugar levels.  
 
You can only buy alcohol if you are 18 or over.   

The NHS advice an alcohol-free childhood, meaning you should not try any 
alcohol until you are 15. Young people who drink between the ages of 15 
and 17 should do so under parental supervision. 

http://www.drinkaware.co.uk/  

 

 
__________________________________________________ 
 
Activity for your class 
Using the information given about each drug above, take a look at the 
characters below.  Each character is given a name and the drug they are 
using.  Ask pupils to look at one character per table, or in small groups, and 
consider the potential effects of using this drug on the character.  

Each of these characters appears in Altru’s play Eyes Open which explores 
drug and alcohol use.  The play lets pupils consider the reasons why the 
characters choose to use these drugs and then reflects on these choices and 
the consequences for each character and the family as a whole. 

 

http://www.drinkaware.co.uk/


 
   

  

JAN 

Mum of the family  

Drinks a lot of coffee 
(Caffeine) 

 

 

 



 
   

  

ROGER 

Dad of the family  

Smokes cigarettes 

 
 

 



 
   

  

ELLIE 

11 years old 

Drinks alcohol with her 
friend at the park one 
night. 

 

 

 



 
   

 

JOSH 

16 years old 

Smoking cannabis  
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