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 Drug education programs in schools must teach students to function in a 

drug-using society rather than instill in them a fear of drugs, according to the 

Centre for Addictions Research of British Columbia (CARBC). 

 That was the premise of CARBC’s workshop presentation at the BCSCA’s 

October conference, and is the idea behind iMinds, a modern drug-related health 

promotion program designed by CARBC  for Grades 6-10. 

 “Just Say No approaches don’t work, and zero tolerance policies don’t work 

either,” Dan Reist, director of CARBC’s Communication and Resource Unit, said at 

the workshop. 

 Throughout history, Reist said, drugs (including alcohol, tobacco, caffeine, 

cannabis and others that are now illegal) have played a central role in societies.  

Mild psychoactive drugs were part of daily life, and stronger ones were used at 

ceremonial and sacred events.  Children saw drugs as a normal part of life and, 

importantly, learned the personal skills and social conventions needed to forestall 

problems. 

 In modern societies, the division of drugs into “bad” and “good” has not 

equipped young people to make good decisions about them.  Reist said research 

has shown that our traditional fear-based methods of drug education have had no 

significant influence on young people’s behaviour.  It is confusing to tell children 

that drugs are bad (while using them ourselves), and to tell them to resist peer 

pressure (though we know connection with peers is a crucial part of their lives), 

he said. 

 What does work, said Reist and co-presenter Bette Reimer, is offering 

students non-judgmental information about drugs as part of health education.  

Students need to learn the skills to navigate their world in a way that heightens 

well-being and reduces the risk of danger.  This can be done, the presenters said, 



when teachers and counsellors have thoughtful, honest discussions with students 

and engage them in projects that make them examine their health- and drug-

related beliefs. 

 The iMinds program has been developed in collaboration with researchers 

and schools, and this gives it an advantage, Reist said in an interview.  “Most 

health education programs are put together by health researchers and foisted on 

schools, where the teachers don’t like them.  Teachers want more flexibility.” 

 Reist and Reimer said iMinds is ideally taught by teachers (or counsellors) 

and not by drug experts who drop in, as relationships are important in developing 

the social connections that young people need.  Teachers need not be conversant 

with drugs to teach the program effectively.  They explore questions along with 

their students and help them develop their own understanding and coping skills. 

iMinds was developed for Grades 6-10 because that age range is optimal 

for this type of education, and because the material is hard to fit into the Grade 

11 and 12 curriculum, Reist said. 

 The iMinds modules meet many prescribed learning outcomes in B.C. 

curricula.  Each module has six lesson plans with a list of supplies needed, master 

copies of handouts and transparencies, step-by-step instructions, and evaluation 

materials.  The modules have been extensively piloted in British Columbia schools 

and are available on the CARBC web site. 

 In the Grade 6 iMinds work, students are “detectives” who try to figure out 

why fictional students fall asleep in class.  They then apply that knowledge to their 

own lives. 

 Grade 7 pupils learn of drug use in the ancient world and study how to get 

along in today’s world, where drugs are common. 

 In Grade 8, students do a research project on mental health or drug use 

and, along the way, study the influence of mass media on teen behaviour. 

 In the Grade 9 module, youth study short stories and poems that have drug 

and alcohol themes. 



 Grade 10 students formally debate drug issues and develop their critical 

thinking. 

 In addition to iMinds, the CARBC web site offers three other items of 

interest to schools.  The Promising Practices section addresses collaborative 

school-wide approaches to health and drug education. The Brief Intervention part 

outlines a straightforward way that a teacher or counsellor can engage a student 

who may have a problem with drugs; the method is based on empathic listening, 

motivating the student, and offering choices for change.  There is also a blog on 

drug education topics. 

 To read, print or download the iMinds modules and other CARBC material, 

go to www.carbc.ca and click on Helping Schools. 
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