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Heroin and Other Opioids: 

Information and Facts1for 
Educators and Youth 

 

Heroin 
 

What Is Heroin?  

Heroin is a highly addictive, illegal drug 

made from morphine, a naturally occurring 

substance obtained from the seed pods of 

opium poppy plants. It is widely grown in 

Asia, Mexico, and South America. Just before 

reaching maturity, the poppy plant produces 

a flower. After about a week, the flower petals fall off, leaving a capsule. 

Raw opium gum is harvested from this capsule. 

 

Heroin is often sold as a white or brownish powder, and is often mixed, or 

“cut,” with sugar, starch, powdered milk, or quinine (an anti-malaria 

drug). Other substances that dealers cut with heroin are brick dust, sand, 

and glass. 

 

It is also sometimes sold as a black, sticky substance called “black tar 

heroin,” named because of the impurities left behind after crude 

processing methods. Street names for heroin include ”smack,” “junk,” 

“H,” “black tar,” “ska,” and “horse.” Slang phrases for using it include 

“skagging,” and “chasing the dragon.”  

 

  

                                                           
1 The term “opioids” is a term that applies to both natural and synthetic forms of heroin and opiates. 

Field of opium poppies 

Opium gum oozing from a 
mature poppy capsule 

Heroin in white 
powder form 

Black tar heroin 

1 
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Why Does Heroin Make People “High”? 

When heroin enters the body, it attaches to certain sites in 

the brain called “opioid receptors.” These receptors then 

tell the brain to prevent the body from experiencing the 

painful effects of an injury, soreness, or cut. Feelings of 

pain and discomfort are quickly relieved and replaced with 

an increased sense of well-being. These reactions create 

the pleasurable sensations known as the “high.”  Regular heroin users need larger doses of the 

drug to get the same intensity of the high and to function normally.  

How Do People Use Heroin? 

Heroin can be injected or inhaled (for example, snorted, sniffed, or smoked). Each of these forms 

of use delivers the drug to the brain very quickly, which contributes to the high risk for addiction. 

Injecting heroin directly into the bloodstream carries the drug to 

the brain within six to eight seconds, while inhaling heroin can 

deliver the high more slowly.  

 

After injecting heroin, the user may feel a rush of “euphoria” (or 

“high”) along with dry mouth, flushed skin, and clouded thinking. 

After this initial feeling, the person goes through alternating 

periods of wakefulness and drowsiness, called “being on the 

nod.” Inhaling heroin also leads to increased feelings of pleasure; 

however, it does not cause a rush of euphoria like injecting it does. In either form it is highly 

addictive.  

Does Heroin Affect Everyone in the Same Way? 

No. The effects of heroin are unpredictable from person to person. Since everyone's body is 

different, different effects can happen to you than they would to a friend. Using it just one time is 

dangerous enough to cause an overdose or death. Any heroin user has the potential to become 

addicted to it—some people will become addicted much faster than others.  

Are There Other Effects Besides a “High”? 

Yes. Heroin’s most intense effects last about 15 minutes, but they can continue to affect your body 

for 3-5 hours. Heroin can cause your motor functions to slow down; simple things like tying your 

shoe or walking may take longer to do. Over time, the body and brain start to need heroin to do 

these basic functions.   
 

Melting or “cooking” heroin 
for inhaling or injecting 
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Heroin also winds up in the brain stem, the structure critical for controlling things like blood 

pressure, arousal, and breathing. A heroin overdose can shut down these functions and prevent 

oxygen from reaching the brain. This condition, called hypoxia, can have both short-term and 

long-term effects, including coma, permanent brain damage, or death. Signs of a heroin overdose 

include slowed breathing; blue lips and fingernails; cold, damp skin; vomiting; and shaking.  

Are There Long-term Effects of Using Heroin? 

Heroin affects the brain’s ability to help you think clearly and control your actions. It can affect 

your memory, and your ability to reason, to plan, and to make decisions. Using heroin for a long 

time can cause your brain to need larger doses to produce the same 

initial high. This long-term use can turn into an endless cycle of 

wanting more and more of the drug, causing you to do things you 

never thought you would do in order to get it. Needing higher doses 

can lead to overdose and can cause other complications in your body. 

Long-term users, especially those that share injection needles, are 

also at risk for many different infections, such as hepatitis B, HIV, and 

bacterial infections of the heart.  

 

Heroin addiction, like addiction to other drugs, is marked by physical withdrawal symptoms like 

severe sweating and anxiety, shaking, difficulty in breathing, frequent relapses (quitting for a time, 

then using again), and the uncontrollable urge to keep using the drug without thinking about the 

consequences. The only way to recover from heroin addiction is through a very painful rehab 

program. In the most severe cases, addiction can lead to overdose, coma, and even death. 

Is Heroin Legal for Teens? 

In all states, it is illegal to purchase or use heroin whether you are a teen or an adult.  

 

Important Questions Answered 

Is trying heroin just once or using it occasionally ok? 

Using drugs is a very serious decision that can have life-long consequences. Just trying heroin once 

is enough to cause addiction, overdose, or death. 
 

Many companies and sports teams will conduct random drug tests on employees and team 

members. If a test comes up positive for heroin or other drugs, you could be fired or kicked off a 

team. If you are driving a vehicle under the influence and have an accident or get a traffic ticket, 

law enforcement can require that you be tested periodically for drugs and will likely assign you to a 

formal treatment program. Any involvement with heroin can likely also result in jail time, as 

possession of the drug is a criminal offense. 
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Is using heroin safer than drinking alcohol? 

The two drugs are very different, so they cannot be easily compared. Both are dangerous 

substances that can cause changes in how you think and how you behave. Heroin is an illegal drug 

because it has a high potential for dependency and abuse. It is also often very difficult to 

determine the likelihood of experiencing negative side effects from using any amount of heroin.   

 

Do a lot of teens use heroin? 

No. Although teen heroin use is on the rise, it is still quite rare. One reason for this is that teens 

understand that using heroin can be extremely dangerous. According to the University of 

Michigan’s Monitoring the Future, a national study of nearly 45,000 middle school and high school 

students, less than 1 out of every 100 8th graders and 12th graders have used heroin in the past 

year. Some teens report turning to heroin after abusing prescription painkillers like OxyContin and 

hydrocodone.   

 

How long does it take for heroin to leave the body?  

Heroin can remain in the body long after the high wears off. Each individual is different, and 

several factors impact how long the drug stays in the body, including height, weight, metabolism, 

amount of heroin taken, and strength of the drug. Although the drug is usually out of the user’s 

system within three to four days, some drug tests can detect levels of heroin up to 90 days after 

use.  

 

Are there medical benefits to using heroin? 

No. Heroin’s effects on the body are so unpredictable that doctors and hospitals are not allowed to 

give it to their patients.  

 

What can I tell my friends when they say heroin is not harmful? 

Tell them that heroin is a very harmful drug that can have serious negative consequences. If you 

can, tell them to look for accurate and reliable information based on facts from sources like the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), 

and the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). If you feel like sharing what you learn with 

your friends, do so. 

 

What if people I know use heroin?  

Although most teens and adults do not use heroin, you may know someone who is using. If you are 

in a position to help, the best you can do is to encourage them to think about treatment, which will 

help them keep from experiencing the difficult and harmful effects of heroin. There are a number 

of resources available for people who need help. For information on where to find treatment for 

heroin addiction, see the resources on the following page. 
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Remember that it’s not up to you to convince others to stop using; however you are the one in 

control of the substances you put in your body. Hanging out with people who use drugs increases 

the chances that you will, too - often because it can be difficult to resist the pressure to fit in with 

others who use. It’s up to you to decide to stay healthy and drug-free, and you may find that you 

prefer to hang out with people who aren’t using and who have a healthy lifestyle.  

 

 Substance Abuse Treatment Facility Locator   

– 1-800-662-HELP  

– or visit www.findtreatment.samhsa.gov 

 Girls and Boys Town National Hotline Counseling – 1-800-448-3000 

 Covenant House “9-line” – 1-800-999-9999 

 

Online Resources 

Click on the links below to access some helpful online resources. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

teens.drugabuse.gov 
 

www.justthinktwice.com 

www.drugfree.org 

thecoolspot.gov 

www.learning-for-
life.org/lfl/resources/99-349.pdf 

http://www.findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
http://teens.drugabuse.gov/
http://teens.drugabuse.gov/
http://www.justthinktwice.com/
http://www.drugfree.org/
http://thecoolspot.gov/
http://www.learning-for-life.org/lfl/resources/99-349.pdf


• Page 7 Project ALERT Heroin and Other Opioids Supplement Student Handouts     7

   
 

Prescription Painkillers (Opiates) 
 

What Are Prescription Painkillers? 

Painkillers (or pain relieving drugs or “opiates”) are either naturally derived from 

the seed pods of the opium plant, or are manufactured in a laboratory (“synthetic” 

opiates). Painkillers attach to certain places in the brain called “opioid receptors.” 

Similarly to how heroin works, these receptors tell the brain to prevent the body 

from experiencing the painful effects of an injury, soreness, or cut. Feelings of pain 

and discomfort are quickly relieved and replaced with an increased sense of well-

being. These reactions create the pleasurable sensations 

known as the “high.”  Common painkillers include 

Vicodin, OxyContin, Tylenol with codeine, and Percocet. 

Many prescription cough syrups also contain codeine. 

Why Do Teens Use Prescription Painkillers? 

Teens report that they use prescription painkillers to get high and to “enjoy the school day.” 

Athletes may use them before games to numb the pain of a sports injury, or combine them with 

stimulants to get “juiced up” for the game. Teenagers may also self-medicate for the pain of 

migraines or menstrual cramps. 

How Do Teens Use Prescription Painkillers? 

Teens that use prescription painkillers usually do so in pill form. Teens see pills as cleaner and safer 

than other forms of drugs. Prescription drugs are especially appealing because they are easy to 

get and “legal,” in that they are doctor-prescribed and approved by the Federal Drug 

Administration. 
 

Teens may also crush the pills and snort the powder or mix it with water and inject it. They may 

combine prescription painkillers with alcohol or with tranquilizers such as Valium or muscle 

relaxants or “downers” such as Soma or Flexeril. Some adolescents, usually older teens, do 

something called “speedballing” by combining these downers with an “upper” such as cocaine. 

This combination can result in uncontrolled and uncoordinated motor skills (like walking, talking, 

doing simple tasks), and risk of death from stroke, heart attack, or respiratory failure. 
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Where Do Teenagers Use Prescription Painkillers? 

When self-medicating, teens often use these drugs alone. To get high, 

they typically use them at school or at parties, where they may share 

pills in a candy bowl (“pharming”).  

Where Do Teens Get Prescription Painkillers? 

Prescription opiates are relatively easy to get. Teenagers may get a legitimate prescription for one 

of these drugs and share them with their friends. Many teens find painkillers in their relatives’ 

medicine cabinets. They can also be purchased illegally on the street, and some prescription 

painkillers can be purchased on the Internet.  

Why Is It Dangerous To Use Prescription Painkillers That Are Not Prescribed 

For You? 

The most important reason for not using prescription painkillers that aren’t prescribed for you is 

that the drugs can be lethal. An overdose can cut off your breathing and result in death, even with 

only one dose. And, unfortunately, it is easy to overdose. Opiates come in many forms and 

strengths, and the appropriate dosage varies by person. But teens who are self-medicating 

typically do not read labels, and teens who are “pharming” have no idea what they are taking. 

Many teenagers do not even know what the drugs are for, or which pills are more powerful than 

others. They also do not know what dosages are dangerous and how these drugs react when 

combined with other similar or different drugs, such as alcohol, marijuana, or Valium. 

Are Prescription Painkillers Addictive? 

Opiates can be extremely addicting, and self-medicating for relatively minor pain can lead to 

addiction very quickly. The more often teenagers use these drugs, the larger the dose they need 

the next time to get the same effect. Due to this, doctors are cautious when prescribing these 

drugs and are careful to only prescribe a dose that will be effective for a specific patient and for a 

limited period of time.  
 

Continued use of opiates produces both psychological and physical cravings. When teenagers 

become dependent, finding and using the drug become the main focus of life. Because users learn 

to associate the drug with pleasure, taking the drug away causes depression and anxiety. Physical 

symptoms of withdrawal include abdominal cramps, aches, sweating, chills, nausea, tremors, and 

insomnia. Even after treatment for dependency or addiction, relapse rates are very high. 
 

Abusing prescription painkillers can have permanent effects on the brain, including loss of interest 

in everything except the drug, loss of memory, inability to enjoy normal pleasures, depression, 

and impaired brain functioning. 
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Important Questions Answered 

Is trying prescription painkillers just once or is using them occasionally ok? 

Unless the drug is prescribed and dosages are monitored by a doctor, using prescription painkillers 

can lead to negative consequences. These can include addiction, overdose, or death.  
 

Many companies and sports teams will conduct random drug tests on employees and team 

members. If a test comes up positive for prescription opiates or other drugs, you could be fired or 

kicked off a team. Trouble with police, parents, and schools is also likely if you are caught selling or 

buying these drugs, which is a federal offense. 

 

Do a lot of teens use prescription painkillers? 

No. According to Monitoring the Future, a national study of nearly 45,000 middle school and high 

school students, less than 1 out of every 100 8th graders have used the prescription painkillers 

Vicodin or Oxycontin. About 4 out of every 100 12th graders have used 

either of these drugs in the past year. 

 

Are there medical benefits to using opiates? 

There can be medicinal benefits to using prescription painkillers, but 

only when closely monitored by a doctor. Using the drugs without a 

personal prescription and being under a physician’s care can lead to negative consequences.   

 

What can I tell my friends when they say using prescription painkillers is not harmful? 

Ask them to take the responsible approach and look for accurate and reliable information based 

on facts from sources like the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the National 

Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), and the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). If you feel 

like sharing what you learn with your friends, do so. 

 

What if people I know use prescription painkillers?  

Although most teens and adults do not use prescription painkillers, you may know someone who is 

using. If you are in a position to help, the best you can do is to encourage them to think about 

treatment, which will help them keep from experiencing the difficult and harmful effects of these 

drugs. There are a number of resources available for people who need help. For information on 

where to find treatment for addiction to prescription painkillers, see the resources on the following 

page. 
 

Remember that it’s not up to you to convince others to stop using; however you are the one in 

control of the substances you put in your body. Hanging out with people who use drugs increases 

the chances that you will, too - often because it can be difficult to resist the pressure to fit in with 

others who use. It’s up to you to decide to stay healthy and drug-free – you may find you prefer to 

hang out with people who aren’t using and who have a healthy lifestyle.  
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 Substance Abuse Treatment Facility Locator   

– 1-800-662-HELP  

– Or visit www.findtreatment.samhsa.gov 

 Girls and Boys Town National Hotline Counseling – 1-800-448-3000 

 Covenant House “9-line” – 1-800-999-9999 

 

Online Resources 

Click on the links below to access some helpful online resources. 

teens.drugabuse.gov 
 

www.justthinktwice.com 

www.drugfree.org 

thecoolspot.gov 

www.learning-for-
life.org/lfl/resources/99-349.pdf 

http://www.findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
http://teens.drugabuse.gov/
http://teens.drugabuse.gov/
http://www.justthinktwice.com/
http://www.drugfree.org/
http://thecoolspot.gov/
http://www.learning-for-life.org/lfl/resources/99-349.pdf
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