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CONTEXT
Youth who use or misuse substances such as alcohol, 
tobacco, and illegal or prescription drugs increase their 
chances of later substance use, the risk of STIs, and 
incidences of behavior leading to arrest or school 
suspension. With this in mind, it is important to 
understand that substance use is no longer known as 
substance abuse or dependence; rather it is defined by a 
level of severity of use in an effort to treat the individual 
and avoid stigmatization and isolation that can come 
from the term “abuse”. 

Arlington Public Schools (APS) includes substance misuse 
education to students in grades K-10 and LifeSkills 
components in 6th-8th grade. Elementary PE teachers 
include lessons about alcohol, tobacco, and other drug 
safety, as well as risk information. Students in 5th grade 
receive lessons on refusal skills in partnership with School 
Resource Officers. Arlington also has substance abuse 
counselors in middle and high schools who are available 
to students who voluntarily seek them out or who have 
been referred for issues related to substance use. 

Early use of illicit 
substances is 

decreasing, with 
alcohol remaining 

the most widely used 
illegal substance for 

Arlington youth. 
The use of e-vapor 

products is an 
emerging concern.

SUBSTANCE USE

FINDINGS
Alcohol use by Arlington high school students is higher 
than the overall rate for Virginia. Binge drinking in 
particular is notably higher, with 16% of high school 
students reporting that they have engaged in binge 
drinking in the past month.1 However, there has been 
a decline in the number of students who report using 
substances for the first time before the age of 13.3 

E-cigarettes or e-vapor product use, often known by 
the brand name Juul or Juuling, is an emerging and 
concerning issue. The 2017 Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
(YRBS) asked youth about their use of e-cigarettes. 
Those results show that 6% of 12-year-olds and 5% of 
youth age 11 and younger report ever using an e-vapor 
product; this is about 100 students in APS.1 E-cigarettes 
are an emerging public health issue and early research 
suggests that youth who use an e-cigarette prior to 9th 
grade are more likely to later start smoking cigarettes.2 
Furthermore, since nicotine in any form is highly 
addictive, it can prime the brain’s reward system, thereby 
putting the user at risk for addiction to other drugs.2
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Alcohol 26.5% 25.5%

Binge Drinking 16% 24.5%

E-Vapor Product 13% 12%

Marijuana 16% 16.5%

Cigarettes 6% 6.5%

Prescription Pain Medication 4% 5%

Ecstasy 2.5% 2%

Synthetic Marijuana 2% 3%

Offered or Sold Drugs on  
School Property 19% 15.5%
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