
Substance Abuse Warning Signs: What to Look For! 

Many changes occur in an adolescent who is abusing drugs, from personality alterations to 

noticeable physical changes.  It is important to remember if a child shows one or more of the 

symptoms, it does not necessarily mean he or she is using drugs.  Some of the these behaviors 

could be the result of stress, depression or many other factors, in which case, an evaluation 

could determine the precise cause.  However, the more symptoms exhibited, the greater the 

chance exists that he or she is abusing drugs. 

School Behavior 
 Sudden or gradual drop in grades and achievement 

levels (reason unclear) 

 Skipping classes, entire days or class tardiness 

 Disrespect/defiance towards teachers and rules 

 Dropping out of school activities 

 Present in classroom, but inattentive 

 Frequent fights, suspensions, expulsions 

 Delinquent behavior 

 Difficulty in studying or working a job 

 Denies knowledge of or ownership of paraphernalia 

 Possession of alcohol or other drugs at school 
 

Changes in Physical or Psychological Conditions 
 Smelling of alcohol, marijuana or stale smoke 

 New use of mouthwash or breathe mints to cover up 
the smell of alcohol 

 Frequent minor illnesses (headaches, nausea, flu-like 
symptoms, slight tremors, vomiting, sluggishness) 

 Neglects taking prescribed medications or takes 
more than usual 

 Weight changes (dramatic loss or gain) or unusual 
eating patterns (types of foods, amounts, time of 
day)  

 Pinpoint or dilated pupils (that don’t react to light) 

 Change in normal sleep patterns (more or less than 
usual, frequent naps) 

 Injuries occurring more often 

 Hyperactivity, excessive talkativeness 

 Frequent infections or infections which don’t heal 

 Blood shot eyes, frequent use of eye drops 

 Easily upset (emotional state changes rapidly) 

 Burns on hands or clothing; Self-mutilation  

 Changes in speech pattern (slurred speech), tremors 
or shakes of the hands, feet or head 

 Very defensive attitude 

 Stumbling, confusion, disorientation 

 Mood and/or personality changes  

 Denial, minimizing, blaming or memory lapses 

 Blackouts 

 Change in clothing choices, wearing drug oriented 
clothing or accessories 

 Unreasonable anger and resentment 

Family and Community Behavior 
 Changes in attitude towards rules, parents, siblings 
 Isolating (staying in room, etc.) 
 Breaking curfew, sneaking out, becoming secretive 

(excuses for late hours) 
 Lying (blaming others for irresponsible behavior) 
 Violence (physical and verbal) 
 Erratic sleeping/eating habits (too much, too little) 
 Vagueness about company kept and where time was 

spent 
 Strange telephone calls (parties hang up or refuse to 

be identified); Strange E-mails 
 DUI’s, unusual car accidents, extreme wear and tear 

on car 
 Unreasonable resentments 
 Suspicion of money or alcohol missing from parents 

or siblings 
 Stealing and/or selling possessions for money 

(hocking clothing, CD’s, gifts, etc.) 
 Manipulating parents; Playing one against the other 
 Seems to have money, but no job; Has job, but 

always needs more money 
 Value conflict: lying, stealing, etc.; Stops going to 

church/temple, family functions, meals, etc. 
 Having drug paraphernalia in bedroom, car or 

locker (pipes, rolling papers, lighters, etc.) 
 Reading drug oriented magazines 
 Using drug slang, talking about drugs 
 Increased secrecy about possessions or activities 
 Dropping out of sports and extracurricular activities 
 Use of incense, room deodorant, or perfume to hide 

smoke or chemical odors 
 

Friends and Peer Group 
 Changes in peer group and hangouts with little 

interest in old friends 
 More frequent phone calls 
 Social activities occurring more, sometimes at odd 

hours 
 Peers that use drugs or have used drugs 
 Parents don’t know friends; Can’t get names 
 Begins to associate with an older crowd 
 Thrill seeking behavior – law breaking, promiscuity, 

and other dangerous physical situations  

 


