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Lesson 1: Full of Potential: Your Brain Nicotine-Free
Talking Points and Slide Chart 
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	Today, we’ll begin our tobacco/nicotine curriculum, which consists of five lessons. Our first stop is lesson one: Your Brain Nicotine-free. We will explore brain development, healthy decision-making, and the concerns of using tobacco/nicotine products during adolescence. 

I want to be clear: this lesson isn't about judgment; it's about giving you accurate information to help you make informed choices.

We will refer to tobacco/nicotine products, including e-cigarettes and vapes, interchangeably.

Let’s get started!
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	Teachers - as you hopefully saw in the instructions to this lesson 1, we hope you will have registered for our dashboard.  Instructions and more information can be found at https://med.stanford.edu/halpern-felsher-reach-lab/curriculum-data-dashboard.html.

Further, please have your students complete these pre- and post-curriculum surveys. You and your students can access the pre-survey at the QR code on this slide, or at  https://qrco.de/behk6D.

At the end of the fifth lesson of the curriculum, please have students take the post survey.  Links for the post-survey can be found in the slide at the end of lesson 5 in this curriculum. If you do not plan to teach all lessons, please move the post-survey slide found at the end of Lesson 5 to the final slide you teach. 

Of course, we do recommend that you teach all lessons to get the full positive effects of the curriculum.

Thank you!
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	Talking Points:

(Note: This slide is optional; you may use these or use your own established classroom norms.)

(Tell pupils): Here are our class agreements.

One Mic (explain, if needed): one person talking and no interrupting.

Step up, Step down (explain, if needed): if you find yourself speaking a lot, take some time to listen and leave space for others. If you find yourself withholding your thoughts, speak up and share with us.

Confidentiality (read out to pupils):  Our classroom is a confidential space. What we  share here stays here, with one  important exception: if someone  shares something that suggests  they or someone else may be in  danger, the adults in the room have a responsibility to get them help. That is not a breach of trust, it is how we keep each other safe.

(Spell out): R-E-S-P-E-C-T (song by Aretha Franklin)

"I" Statements (explain, if needed): say "I think" or "I feel" instead of "you don't care what I think or feel."

(Ask pupils): Are there others you would like to add to our community agreements?  
(Write these on the board or add to the slides).
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	Talking Points: 

Let’s read the topics that we are covering today. 

Topics are like the roadmap of the lesson. The topics show what we will cover throughout the lesson and which sections we will explore together. 

(Teacher notes): Call on a few pupils to read the topics from the slides. If pupils are uncomfortable reading the slide, please read the lesson topics aloud. 

Now, let's hit the road!
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	As we start this lesson, let’s think about what makes each of us unique. We all have different interests, preferences, experiences, and things we enjoy.

To get us thinking about what makes us different, we’re going to play a quick game of “Would You Rather?”

As you answer each question, notice whether your choice is the same as or different from the choices of your classmates.
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	Talking points: 

(Teacher note): Play a quick game of "Would You Rather."

Read prompts on slide. Students can respond by holding up 1 finger for the first option or 2 fingers for the second option.

(Teacher note): Students may use different ways to participate in the activity. Provide options for responding, such as verbally saying “one” or “two,” pointing, using eye gaze, a communication device, or another method that works for the pupil.
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	Talking points: 

As you saw from the activity, we don’t all have the same interests, preferences, or ways of thinking.

Everyone’s brain is unique too. It may not always be easy to see what makes each person’s brain different, but those differences help shape our interests, strengths, personalities, and the ways we experience the world.

Exploring new activities, learning new skills, and spending time with others give your brain new experiences. These experiences help shape who you are and who you are becoming.

Because your brain is still developing, the experiences you have now can have an important role in shaping your developing brain.

So, what is your brain working hard to do as you grow and develop?

	8
	[image: ]
	Your brain’s job is to...(read each point on click). 

And your brain is still growing and changing as you learn and have new experiences. But for how long does our brain continue to develop?

Let’s find out!

Reference: 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3705203/ 
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	Talking Points: 

Let's play a quick trivia game!

(Ask pupils): At what age does one's brain stop developing?

(Teacher notes): Take a couple of responses. If students feel uncomfortable sharing their response, have them write it down on a piece of paper or on the whiteboard. 
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	Yes, the correct answer is about age 25! 

Keep in mind that one's brain doesn't automatically finish maturing once you reach adulthood! Your prefrontal cortex (the front part of your brain responsible for decision-making) doesn't fully develop until your mid-twenties.

So, what does it mean for one's brain to keep growing and developing?

Let’s take a closer look.

Reference: 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3621648/ 
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	Since your brains continue developing until you're about 25, it builds and strengthens the connections you'll rely on throughout your life, a process known as brain plasticity. 

Initially, activities like riding a bike or playing an instrument may be challenging, but with practice, your brain forms stronger connections, making them easier. During adolescence, your brain is especially primed for learning and skill-building, often faster than in adults. 

The experiences you have now, like hobbies, friendships, and learning new things, can help shape who you are becoming. Because everyone has different experiences, each person’s brain develops in its own unique way.

Your developing brain is also affected by the things you put into your body. One substance that can affect the developing brain is nicotine.

References: 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3222570/

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3982854/

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1878929324001476

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2026/02/260218031606.htm
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	Talking Points: 

Time for another mini trivia question! 

True or False: Using nicotine-containing e-cigarettes is less likely to lead to nicotine dependence than smoking cigarettes.

(Teacher notes): 
Allow pupils to discuss among themselves for a few minutes, then take a few responses.
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	Talking Points: 

The correct answer is False.

Most e-cigarettes contain nicotine, the chemical that can lead to nicotine dependence. Nicotine can reach the brain quickly and can affect the developing brain. Some even contain more nicotine!

Even though e-cigarettes and cigarettes may look different, tobacco/nicotine product use can expose the body to nicotine.
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	(Read points on slide). 



	15
	[image: ]
	We know that nicotine can cause changes in brain chemistry. But what happens when the brain is exposed to nicotine again and again?

I am referring to a concept known as tolerance. 

What is tolerance? 

With repeated nicotine exposure, the brain begins to adjust to the nicotine. Over time, the same amount of nicotine may not have the same effect, and the pleasurable effects may become less noticeable.

As a result, a person may seek more nicotine to experience the effects they felt before. This can lead to increased nicotine use and make it harder to cut back or quit.

Let's discuss more about what happens when someone uses a lot of nicotine. 

References: 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6784410/

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2908214/

https://med.stanford.edu/news/insights/2025/08/young-people-and-nicotine--five-things-to-know.html

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12783266/

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9683397/
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	Remember earlier when we talked about how your adolescent brain is especially good at learning, adapting, and building strong connections?

That same ability helps you learn new skills and develop healthy habits, but it also means your brain can adapt to repeated nicotine use.

Over time, nicotine can change the brain in ways that make it difficult to stop using, even when a person wants to quit or when it is causing problems in their life.

This is called nicotine dependence.

Because the adolescent brain is still developing, starting nicotine use at a younger age increases the risk of becoming dependent.

The choices you make today can help protect your brain as it continues to grow and develop.

So, what can happen when someone who regularly uses nicotine tries to cut back or stop?

Let’s take a closer look.

References: 
https://temertymedicine.utoronto.ca/news/researchers-discover-neuronal-link-between-stress-and-reward-nicotine-addiction 
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	Talking Points:

When someone who regularly uses nicotine cuts back or stops, they may experience uncomfortable symptoms as the brain and body adjust to the absence of nicotine.

These uncomfortable symptoms are called withdrawal.

During withdrawal, a person may:
-Have strong cravings for nicotine
-Feel angry, irritable, or frustrated more easily
-Have trouble concentrating
-Feel restless or anxious
-Have difficulty sleeping
-Feel sad or down
-Experience headaches or other aches and pains
-Have changes in appetite

Withdrawal can be uncomfortable, but these symptoms improve over time as the brain and body adjust.

(Teacher note): Some students may recognize these symptoms in themselves or someone they know for many different reasons— not just tobacco/nicotine use. If a student has questions or would like support, remind them that they can talk with you or another trusted adult privately after class..
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	Talking points: 

We’ve learned a lot about nicotine, how it can affect the developing brain, and how repeated tobacco/nicotine product use can lead to nicotine dependence.

(Ask pupils): How can knowing the facts help you make healthy decisions?
(Take a few pupil responses.)

Knowing the facts can help us understand the possible risks of our choices. It can also help us think about what could happen before making a decision.

Let’s practice using what we’ve learned to think through a situation and make a healthy choice.
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	Talking Points:

When we make decisions, we may weigh the risks and rewards.

Consider this: if we decide to do something, how do we weigh the risks and rewards? 
Some decisions can lead to outcomes that impact us in ways we weren't prepared for. 

Balancing risks and rewards can help us decide whether the outcomes are worth it and will support our future goals. 

Many factors can influence our decision-making. Big and small choices that we make daily do matter. Mindful decision-making is an important skill to develop and empower your overall wellbeing. 

(Ask pupils): What are some factors that would influence our decision-making? 
(Take a few pupil responses.)

Now, let’s explore some of the factors that can influence our choices.
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	Here are a few factors that can influence our healthy decisions.

They include:
-friends and classmates
-school/academics
-family/community
-peer pressure/social acceptance
-our health/wellbeing
-social media/marketing 

Are there others you would like to add to this list?

(Ask students): Reflect on a recent decision you made. What influenced that decision? How do these influences affect your feelings when weighing the risks and rewards?

(Educator notes): Have students write in their notebooks (or a sheet of paper) for 2-3 minutes reflecting on the questions above. Then have students circle words that highlight emotions that influence their decisions. If students feel comfortable, have them share in pairs. 

Our experiences and connections with friends, family, and social media reflect our emotional ties to these concepts. Each person's experiences are unique, so what influences one may not affect another in the same way.

Now, let’s put these ideas into practice.

References: 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4671080/
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	Let’s think about how we can use what we’ve learned about influences, risks, and rewards to help make a healthy decision.

In this situation, Maya was asked by her friends to try vaping after school. Maya is a little hesitant at first; her friends try to get her to vape by saying, "Don't worry. It's cool, I've done it before." 

Maya starts thinking about the possible risks and rewards. She reflects on her values, family, goals, friends, and other things. With so much to consider, Maya feels overwhelmed and doesn't know what the best choice is. 

Let's help Maya think about some of the possible rewards or benefits and the potential risks of vaping nicotine!
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	(Teacher note): Ask pupils to discuss for a few minutes in pairs or in small groups. If you were Maya's friend or in her situation, what potential risks and benefits would you want Maya to consider? Have students write out their responses and be prepared to share. 
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	This is what Maya came up with. 

(Teacher notes): Ask pupils to read the rewards and risks aloud, or, if they feel uncomfortable reading from the slide, read them aloud to the class. 

Did Maya overlook any rewards or risks? If so, what can we add to the scales? 
(Take a few pupil responses). 

Now that we’ve identified the possible rewards and risks, let’s think about what you would do in this scenario.
(Take a few pupil responses). 
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	Maya decided not to try vaping because the risks are greater than the rewards, which means that the outcomes of vaping nicotine are heavier than the possible rewards.

When the rewards don't outweigh the risks, that may help someone make a healthier choice. 

Maya deciding not to try nicotine vapes/e-cigs empowers her to practice healthy decision-making even in challenging situations. 

Great thinking! I told you, your brain is amazing. Now let's wrap up this section.  

(Teacher Note): If the activity is done to completion, it meets LLW (Personal Development): Develop and apply informed decision-making skills to manage health-related situations, assess risks, and make responsible choices that support health and well-being
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	Talking Points: 

We just practiced how Maya can use facts, recognise influences, and weigh risks and rewards to make a healthy decision.

Healthy decision-making is not only about avoiding risks or weighing risks and benefits. It is also about recognising practices and behaviors that support our health and well-being.

Taking care of ourselves plays a role in our ability to make healthy decisions. When you're faced with a hard situation, you can always go back to thinking about the risks and rewards and what you value most. 

References: 
https://developingadolescent.ucla.edu/resource/what-is-unique-about-adolescent-decision-making-and-how-we-can-support-it/
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	Talking Points: 

We’ve learned how brain development, nicotine, and our choices can affect our health and well-being. We’ve also practiced using facts to make healthy decisions.

Let’s finish with one last trivia question about tobacco/nicotine products and the law.

What is the minimum legal sales age for tobacco/nicotine products?
(Take a few pupil responses) 
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	Talking Points: 

Correct answer: 18

The legal age of sales for tobacco/nicotine products in the UK is 18. 

(Ask pupils): Why do you think the minimum age is 18 ?
(Take a few pupil responses.)

This connects back to what we learned today: your brain is still developing, nicotine can affect the developing brain, and the choices we make can affect our health and well-being. Laws like this can help our communities to protect young people and support healthier choices.

Knowing the facts, considering the risks and rewards, and thinking about how our choices affect ourselves and others are all part of making healthy decisions.

As we wrap up, take a moment to think about what you learned today and how you can use this information in your own life.

References: 

https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/articles/northern-ireland-guidance-selling-tobacco-herbal-smoking-products-and-cigarette-papers

https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/retail-sales-tobacco-products/tobacco-21 

https://www.fda.gov/news-events/press-announcements/fda-issues-final-rule-increasing-minimum-age-certain-restrictions-tobacco-sales

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5551602/
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	Talking Points: 

From 1 January 2027, it will be illegal to sell tobacco products to anyone born on or after 1 January 2009. This means that the legal age to buy tobacco will increase over time for that generation.



References: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/tobacco-and-vapes-packaging-appearance-and-display/tobacco-and-vapes-packaging-appearance-and-display#vaping-and-nicotine-product-packaging-and-flavour-descriptors

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/tobacco-and-vapes-packaging-appearance-and-display

https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/retail-sales-tobacco-products/tobacco-21 

https://www.fda.gov/news-events/press-announcements/fda-issues-final-rule-increasing-minimum-age-certain-restrictions-tobacco-sales

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5551602/
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	Talking Points: 

(Optional Activity)

Teacher Instructions:

Mini flyer activity
7-8 minutes

Give each pupil a one- or half-sheet of paper and ask them to include:

One slogan about the new laws that will be coming into place within the UK. Encourage them to be creative, tailor it to their community, include family and friends, or adjust their message for their audience. 

One fact they learned from this lesson (e.g., "The brain continues developing until around age 25!"). 

One simple image or symbol that connects to themes on brain development, practicing healthy decision-making skills, and the associated harms of nicotine/tobacco products like e-cigs. 

For example, some symbol could be a brain, a no-smoking or no-e-cigarette use sign, etc.

(Teacher notes): To encourage further youth engagement, have a gallery walk where pupils display their flyers. You can also allow 3-5 pupils to share their posters. Alternatively, pupils can turn in their mini flyers for display around the classroom or in a portfolio. 

(Teacher Note): If the optional activity is done to completion, it meets LLW (Personal Development): Develop the skills and confidence to influence, support and promote positive health and well-being for themselves and others through informed action and responsible citizenship.
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	Thank you for your participation today! Your engagement is everything! 

Let's wrap up this lesson by reflecting on what we learned. What is one thing you learned, and how will you use this information from the class, "your do?"

(Teacher notes): Student can write their responses on a sheet of paper, discuss with pairs/small groups, or draw their responses. 

Good job! Let's look at some available support resources. 
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	Talking Points:

(Teacher Note): Please feel free to edit or include resources that are relevant to your school and/or community. 

These resources are here to support young people when they need help, information, or someone to talk to.

They can provide guidance, connect you to support, and help you make safer choices.

Often, the first person someone reaches out to isn’t a hotline or a website—it’s a person they trust. One important support is a trusted adult. This could be a parent/caregiver, coach, teacher, counsellor, or another adult you trust. 

Sometimes these resources are used in big situations, and sometimes they’re used just to ask questions or get advice. You do not have to wait until a situation feels extreme to ask for help. 
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	Let's read our key takeaways. 

(Teacher notes): Please read the slide aloud, or if students would like to read, allow a few pupils to read each key takeaway aloud. 

Now, let's play a Kahoot game! 
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	(Educator note): Click on the Kahoot link to play the game on the projected screen. 
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