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a tip sheet for students

What is marijuana and how does it work?

All forms of marijuana are mind-altering (psychoactive).1 In other words, they
change how the brain works. Marĳuana contains more than 400 chemicals,
including THC (delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol). Since THC is the main active
chemical in marĳuana, the amount of THC in marĳuana determines its strength
or potency and therefore its effects. The THC content of marĳuana has been
increasing since the 1980s.

Addiction

Marijuana is addictive.1 Of course, not everyone who smokes marĳuana will
become addicted—that depends on a whole bunch of factors— including your
family history (genes), the age you start using, whether you also use other drugs,
your family and peer relationships, success in school, and so on. Repeated
marĳuana use can lead to addiction—which means that people have trouble
controlling

their drug use and often cannot stop even though they want to. Research shows
that approximately 9 percent, or about 1 in 11, of those who use marĳuana will
become addicted. This rate increases to 17 percent, or about 1 in 6, if you start
in your teens, and goes up to 25–50 percent among daily users.

School

Marijuana is linked to school failure.2 Marĳuana’s negative effects on attention,
memory, and learning can last for days and sometimes weeks—especially if you
use it often. Someone who smokes marĳuana daily may have a ‘dimmed-down’
brain most or all of the time. Compared with their peers who don’t use, students
who smoke marĳuana tend to get lower grades and are more likely

to drop out of high school. Research even shows that it can lower your IQ if you
smoke it regularly in your teen years. Also, longtime marĳuana users themselves
report being less satisfied with their lives, having memory and relationship
problems, poorer mental and physical health, lower salaries, and less career
success.

Psychosis/Panic

High doses of marijuana can cause psychosis or panic when you’re high.3
Some people experience an acute psychotic reaction (disturbed perceptions and
thoughts, paranoia) or panic attacks while under the influence of marĳuana. This
usually goes away as the drug’s effects wear off. Scientists do not yet know if
marĳuana use causes lasting mental illness, although it can worsen psychotic
symptoms in people who already have the mental illness schizophrenia, and it
can increase the risk of long-lasting psychosis in some people.

How is marijuana likely to affect you?

Learning: Marĳuana’s effects on attention and memory make it difficult to learn
something new or do complex tasks that require focus and concentration.1

Sports: Marĳuana affects timing, movement, and coordination, which can harm
athletic performance.1

Judgment: Marĳuana, like most abused substances, can alter judgment. This can
lead to risky behaviors that can expose the user to sexually transmitted diseases
like HIV, the virus that causes AIDS.1
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