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What kind of school do you want your school to be? This is the question that represents the theme of the Maryland Safe and Supportive Schools (MDS3) initiative.
The goal of the MDS3 Initiative is to develop a sustainable system to measure school climate and to effectively implement relevant interventions. Twelve of Maryland’s 24 local school systems embarked on this federally-funded project, accounting for 58 high schools across the period 2011-2015. MDS3 school climate survey data have been critical to the identification of student concerns related to safety, substance abuse, mental health and conditions for learning. With these data, school administrators and their dedicated teams conducted analyses to determine the most pressing student concerns that could be addressed by a menu of evidenced-based practices supported by the grant.  

MDS3 survey findings contained in this report reflect the perceptions of students as of Spring 2014. As part of a continuing series of data spotlight reports, this summary focuses on student responses to questions regarding their use of alcohol, cigarettes and various drugs. Survey results are disaggregated by report card grade in order to assess substance abuse in the context of students’ academic performance.
 By reviewing the findings presented in this report, it is hoped that school teams will engage in practical discussions regarding reasonable expectations and goals toward achieving high standards of academics, while supporting social, psychological and emotional concerns associated with substance abuse. 
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The composite of 58 high schools involved in this effort have a demographic profile that closely mirrors the state as a whole in terms of gender, race/ethnicity, FARMS and ELL populations. It should be noted that statewide composite results may or may not reflect the results for specific schools or local school systems. This report provides a model for examining substance abuse survey results and patterns of substance abuse for student subgroups defined by academic performance level. Also highlighted is the degree to which certain social/emotional and self-regulatory experiences vary for students who are categorized as users or non-users of substances.
Analyses show that, while substance abuse increases as students’ report card grades decline, risk behaviors are associated with students across the academic spectrum. Figure 2 shows the percentages of students who have not used alcohol or various drugs or smoked cigarettes in the last 30 days by self-reported grade earned. A higher bar is associated with a more desirable survey finding.
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Alcohol tops the list as the most frequently used substance (per the lower percentages of students who did not drink alcohol in the past 30 days), followed by marijuana, cigarettes, prescription drugs for non-medication purposes, and other substances (such as K2, spice, and bath salts). This frequency pattern matches the findings from the prior year’s school climate survey.
Survey respondents with report card grades of ‘C’ make up 20% of the population surveyed. When added to the ‘D’ and ‘F’ grade categories that comprise 4.1% and 1.4%, respectively, we find that 25% of respondents are in the higher risk ranges for substance abuse. These data suggest that substance abuse prevention and intervention services are valuable for all students and that they are of particular importance for students with lower academic performance. 
A July 2013 article from the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) points to the latest research about the effects of marijuana use (see http://www.drugabuse.gov/sites/default/files/teens_brochure_2013.pdf):

“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”.

Further research on the degree to which academic performance challenges contribute to students’ vulnerability for substance abuse and vice versa may offer important information to help tailor support services. A growing body of research points to a relationship between self-regulation skills and academic performance outcomes
. The MDS3 School Climate Survey does not provide extensive data for an in-depth analysis of social-emotional or self-regulation factors, however, there are a few survey items that touch on this area. Shown below is a comparison of those factors which seem to distinguish students who use or do not use substances (smoke cigarettes, use marijuana, use prescription medications for non-medical reasons or use substances, such as K2, Spice, bath salts, etc.). The MDS3 school climate survey asked students to describe the number of times in the past 30 days that they used each of the substances. For the purposes of the current analysis, students who reported use of a substance 0 (zero) times were categorized as non-users and students who reported use 1 or more times were categorized as users. Positive (desirable) responses to the following four statements were summarized for users Vs non-users:
· I have trouble controlling my temper
· I get mad easily
· I have threatened to hit or hurt someone
· I do things without thinking
For each of the four statements, students who reported use of a substance were less positive about their social-emotional or self-regulatory behaviors than their non-user peers. Notable differences between users and non-users as they rated their own experiences are displayed in Figure 3 on the following page. Again, a higher bar is associated with a more desirable statement about the social/emotional and self-regulatory experiences under study.


Percentage of Positive (Desirable) Responses for Non-Users and Users of Substances:
Spring 2014 MDS3 Climate Survey
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Figure 1





Over 31,100 high school students across 12 local school systems responded to a Spring 2014 school climate survey. The distribution of survey respondents across student self- reported grades is shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 2





Figure 3








� Report card grade is self-reported by the student as the grade they “mostly get” on their report card.


� Student Self-Regulated Learning in an Urban High School: Predictive Validity and Relations Between Teacher Ratings and Student Self-Reports Journal of Psychoeducational Assessment July 1, 2014 32: 295-305 








