
Knowledge
These questions have been designed to establish 
Year 9 students’ knowledge of cannabis. 
Questions examine the legal status of cannabis, its 
effects on the body and potential long-term harms

1. Pot, weed, grass and marijuana are all other 
names for cannabis

    True
    False

Cannabis is often called ‘marijuana’ (particularly 
in the US), but it is based on a then street term for 
the flowering heads and leaves of the plant. Many 
different groups of people use cannabis and, as a 
result, there are many slang or street terms used to 
describe the drug. Different cultural groups can refer 
to cannabis in different ways. Apart from pot, weed 
and grass, arguably the most popular slang or street 
terms for cannabis, some of the other names that 
can be used include dope, hash, herb, and skunk. 
Older terms such as Mary-Jane are rarely used 
today by young people. In Australia, those living in 
Indigenous communities often refer to cannabis as 
yarndi or ganja.

2. Cannabis for non-medical purposes is legal in 
some parts of Australia

    True
    False

Cannabis is illegal in every state and territory across 
the country. Some jurisdictions have decriminalized 
the drug to some degree but no jurisdiction has 
legalized cannabis. 

Different jurisdictions have different laws and penalties 
but, regardless of where you live in Australia, you are 
breaking the law if you possess, use, grow, import 
or sell cannabis, cannabis resin (hash) or hash 
oil. For example, in NSW, if you are found guilty of 
possessing or using the drug, you could get a fine 
of up to $2,200, or a term in prison of up to 2 years. 
For growing, importing or selling cannabis, the 
penalties are more severe. The severity of the penalty 
depends on the amount of cannabis, if it was being 
sold, and if you have prior convictions. 

In many parts of the country, cautioning systems 
have been introduced. This means that police have 
the discretion to issue a caution for small amounts 
of cannabis. Instead of getting a criminal record, the 
person found with cannabis receives a formal warning 
(a Caution) of the health and legal consequences of 

using cannabis and information on where to seek 
treatment. At all times police retain the option of 
charging people for these offences.

You may get a criminal record if you are found guilty of 
possessing, selling or growing cannabis. This makes 
it hard to get a job, a credit card, or a visa to travel to 
other countries.

The Commonwealth Therapeutic Goods 
Administration (TGA) launched a scheme in March 
2017 that allows doctors, who are approved by the 
government, to prescribe cannabis products to a 
patient who has also been registered by the TGA to 
receive a cannabis prescription and who has a legal 
source of the cannabis product from a registered 
Australian grower/manufacturer or a license to import 
from an approved manufacturer. Some people can 
also access cannabis products by enrolling in a 
scientific trial of a cannabis product for conditions 
such as severe epilepsy in children or nausea and 
vomiting associated with cancer treatment.

3. Cannabis is a very new drug and is made in 
laboratories

    True
    False

Cannabis refers to a drug which comes from the 
Cannabis plant. Its history goes back at least 
12,000 years, making the plant one of man’s oldest 
cultivated crops. It has been used for centuries 
by different cultures in a variety of ways, including 
medical and spiritual purposes. Cannabis plants are 
thought to have evolved in Central Asia in the regions 
of Mongolia and southern Siberia and then moved 
across the world over the centuries. Its use spread 
from China to India and then to North Africa and is 
believed to have reached Europe around 500 AD. 

Some cultures used only the subspecies of cannabis 
known as ‘hemp’. This is a non-psychoactive form of 
cannabis (i.e., it doesn’t get you stoned), and is used 
in manufacturing products such as oil, cloth and fuel.

The two main chemicals in the cannabis plant, 
tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol 
(CBD), which have different effects, can now be 
manufactured and are used in medicine. A new 
group of chemicals that have some effects like THC, 
because they lock onto the same system in the 
brain that responds to cannabis, are wrongly called 
synthetic cannabis. A wide range of these products 
have been made available, most usually online, and 
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there have been many adverse effects reported by 
users. There have been many deaths linked to the 
use of so-called ‘synthetic cannabis’ and we know 
little about the long-term harms associated with the 
use of these products. Any of these drugs that have 
effects like cannabis (or other illicit drugs) are illegal 
in Australia.

4. Most people who use cannabis eat it

    True
    False

Cannabis can be used in a number of ways, 
including cooking or baking it into foods and eating it, 
but by far the most common route of administration 
is smoking (inhaling). It can be smoked as a hand-
rolled ‘joint’ or via a water pipe known as a ‘bong’. 
Tobacco is often added to cannabis to assist burning 
and ‘make it go further’. According to the latest 
research, Australian school-based young people 
who use cannabis are most likely to smoke the drug 
using a bong. 

5. You can become addicted to cannabis

    True
    False

There is evidence that after prolonged use cannabis 
can be addictive. People who use the drug regularly 
can develop dependence and tolerance to it, 
meaning that they will need to use more to get the 
same effect.

Dependence on cannabis can be psychological, 
physical, or both. People who are dependent on 
cannabis find that using the drug becomes far more 
important than other activities in their life. They crave 
the drug and find it very difficult to stop using it. 
It was once thought that people could only become 
psychologically dependent on cannabis, i.e., they 
find it difficult to do certain things without smoking 
cannabis, e.g., socialising with friends. We now 
know that for some cannabis users, they develop 
a physical dependence. This means their body 
adapts to cannabis and gets used to functioning 
with the drug in their system. Without use, they 
begin to crave the drug and experience withdrawal 
symptoms. This is usually a very mild withdrawal, 
often headaches and stomach pains, but can cause 
the person to want to use the drug again.

6. After using cannabis it takes about 1–2 days 
for the drug to leave your system

    True
    False

It is extremely difficult to determine how long a 
particular drug will stay in your system. Drugs 
affect different people in different ways and the 
time it takes for an individual to excrete the drug 
depends on many things. Most drugs take between 
one to five days to leave the system. Cannabis is 

unique, however, as it is stored in the fatty tissues 
and released slowly into the bloodstream before 
it is excreted from the body. As a result, traces 
of cannabis can be detected in urine for up to 
several weeks, depending on factors such as how 
much, how long and how often it is used. Traces of 
cannabis can be detected in the urine of regular 
users for up to six weeks after the last use.

7. Smoking cannabis is very different to smoking 
tobacco or cigarettes

    True
    False

It is important here to emphasize that the question has 
to do with ‘smoking’ as a route of administration and 
not about comparing the relative harms of cannabis 
and nicotine. 

Young people are often well aware that tobacco 
smoking contributes to a great number of deaths 
(about 19,000 Australians die every year or around 
50 people a day) and that deaths due to cannabis are 
extremely rare. As a result, some believe that smoking 
cannabis is ‘different’ to smoking tobacco. That is false 
- smoking anything is dangerous. 

As a route of administration, no matter what the 
product, smoking causes many problems and is 
particularly harmful to the lungs. When you burn 
cannabis or tobacco, toxins and carcinogens are 
released. When this smoke is inhaled, burnt matter 
and tar enters the respiratory system. That tar, plus 
other chemicals, can cause cancer. Smoke from 
cannabis combustion has been shown to contain 
many of the same toxins, irritants and carcinogens as 
tobacco smoke. Hot smoke causes inflammation of 
the respiratory system which also causes damage. 

It is important to remember that most people who 
smoke cannabis inhale it much more deeply and 
hold the smoke in for longer than cigarette smokers, 
causing more dangerous material to be taken into the 
lungs. Many cannabis smokers also mix their drug of 
choice with tobacco when they smoke, so many of the 
chemicals found in tobacco are also ingested.

8. If you have a family history of mental illness 
(e.g., schizophrenia, bipolar) you should avoid 
using cannabis 

    True
    False

Some people appear to be more vulnerable to 
the mental health effects of cannabis than others, 
particularly younger people and those with a family 
history of mental health problems. If you are aware 
that you have a family history of mental illness, it is 
important that you avoid using cannabis. Cannabis 
does not necessarily ‘cause’ mental health problems 
like schizophrenia but is likely to ‘unlock’ these 
conditions in those who are susceptible, i.e., those 
who have a family history.
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Having a family history of mental illness does not 
necessarily mean a person is going to develop a 
problem but knowing one’s family history might be 
a way to avoid an early or even unnecessary onset 
of a mental illness. It might make people who know 
they may be at higher risk of developing a problem 
stop and think before they choose to use, or at least 
choose to use more safely and keep their use to a 
minimum instead of making it a daily habit.

9. Some people use cannabis for medical 
reasons

    True
    False

Cannabis has been used for medical reasons 
for centuries. Physicians in ancient China used it 
to relieve constipation, loss of appetite and pain 
during childbirth. In the 1800s it was used to treat 
a range of conditions including asthma, insomnia 
and migraines. However, with the development 
of pharmaceutical drugs in the 20th century, 
herbal cures in general fell into disuse. In recent 
times, however, more and more people have been 
searching for alternative remedies that may have 
fewer side effects than the medicines they have been 
prescribed by their doctors.

Although there are often existing therapies available 
for the medical conditions that cannabis may be 
used to treat, some people experience severe 
reactions when they are used or they simply don’t 
work effectively for them. Cannabis appears to 
offer an alternative for those people. Some of the 
conditions that cannabis has been shown to be 
useful in assisting include pain relief; nausea and 
vomiting, particularly in those people who are 
having chemotherapy for cancer; wasting, or severe 
weight loss, in people who may have cancer or 
AIDS; and neurological disorders such as multiple 
sclerosis (MS). 

It is important to remember that cannabis (or rather 
cannabinoids) are useful to relieve symptoms of 
illnesses, but do not cure the underlying disease. 

Many parts of the world have recently made 
cannabis legally available for medical purposes. 
Some Australian states and territories have made 
legislative changes in the area and have medical 
cannabis trials running.

10. Smoking cannabis can cause cancer

    True
    False

Smoking any product is dangerous and is particularly 
harmful to the lungs. When you burn cannabis or 
tobacco, toxins and carcinogens are released. When 
this smoke is inhaled, burnt matter and tar enters the 
respiratory system. That tar, plus other matter, can 
cause cancer. Smoke from cannabis combustion 

has been shown to contain many of the same toxins, 
irritants and carcinogens as tobacco smoke.

11. Being around people who are smoking 
cannabis can cause the smell to get into 
your hair and onto your clothes and possible 
detection by police  

    True
    False

Cannabis has a very distinctive smell and is easy 
to detect. If you have smoked the drug, or been 
around others who have been smoking, it is highly 
likely that the smell of the cannabis smoke could 
be detectable on your clothing or in your hair. Many 
police officers know the smell of cannabis and, if 
they believe you have been using the drug or have 
it in your possession, they could search you and 
your belongings. Drug detection dogs are trained 
to smell a range of drugs, including cannabis. If you 
are on public transport, at a bus or train station or at 
an entertainment venue and a drug detection dog 
smells cannabis on you, it will sit in front of you and 
you may be subject to a police search.

12. Eating cannabis has a different effect 
compared to smoking it

    True
    False

Although most cannabis users smoke the drug, it 
may also be cooked or baked in foods and eaten. 
The effect can be very different in a number of ways. 
Firstly, when it is eaten, THC takes much longer to 
be absorbed into the blood, so the effects come on 
more slowly (about an hour), i.e., it takes longer to 
get stoned. Secondly, the ‘high’ is of lesser intensity 
but the effect lasts longer, often by several hours. 
Finally, some users report that the effect can be 
more hallucinogenic when they eat the drug. 

The delayed effect when eating the drug is the 
reason most cannabis users prefer to smoke the 
drug. Because people might use more while they 
are waiting for the effects to come on, it is harder to 
control the desired dose and effects, which may be 
unpleasant. Due to the effects being more immediate 
when smoked, it is easier for them to measure the 
dose and achieve the effect they are after (i.e., how 
stoned they want to be).

13. When a person uses cannabis it speeds up 
activity in their body, causing their heart to 
beat faster and their body to heat up 

    True
    False

A drug that speeds up activity in the central nervous 
system is classed as a ‘stimulant’. Cannabis is unique 
in that it doesn’t fit into any classification very easily. 
It isn’t a stimulant and it isn’t a depressant (a drug 
that slows down activity in the body). Many people 
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put it into the hallucinogenic class of drugs (a drug 
that affects perception, making the user see or hear 
things in a different way). It is sometimes referred to 
as a depressant (slows users down, making them 
relax) with hallucinogenic qualities (often users talk 
about smoking cannabis and listening to music, 
commenting that the music sounds different), but it 
really has its own classification, i.e., a cannabinoid.

Social Norms 
These questions have been designed to establish 
students’ beliefs around cannabis use amongst 
Australian secondary school students. The data 
used as the ‘norms’ is based on the findings from 
the 2017 Australian Secondary School Students’ 
use of tobacco, alcohol and over-the-counter and 
illicit substances report. A link to the full report can 
be found on the DARTA website. A downloadable 
presentation in both PPT and PDF formats is 
also available at the same link, highlighting the 
key findings.

14. Most Year 9s have smoked cannabis

    True
    False

(Only 10% of 14-year-olds have ever used cannabis 
and 22% of 15-year-olds. The vast majority of 14-and 
15-year-olds have never tried the drug)

15. Far more young people use cannabis today 
than they did in the past

    True
    False

(Far fewer school-based young people have ever 
tried cannabis today. In 1996, 32.4% of 12-17-year-
olds had ever tried the drug. In 2017 that had 
dropped to 17%)

16. More than one quarter of Year 10s have 
smoked cannabis in the past year

    True
    False

(20% of 15-year-old males and 21% of females of the 
same age had used cannabis in the previous year)

17. More than half of 17-year-old students have 
ever tried cannabis

    True
    False

(Far less than half of 17-year-olds have ever tried 
cannabis. For males of that age, just over a third 
(34%) had tried the drug with even fewer 17-year-old 
females (31%) reporting use)  

18. Two thirds of Year 10 students have never 
used cannabis 

    True
    False

(72% of female and 70% of male 16-year-old 
students have never used cannabis)

19. Most students will try cannabis by the time 
they are in Year 12

    True
    False

(Whilst cannabis use does increase with age 
(3% of 12-year-olds rising to 34% of 17-year-olds), 
significantly less than one half of 17-year-olds report 
having ever used it (34%) 

20. Around three quarters of 16-year-old students 
have never tried cannabis

    True
    False

(Just under three quarters (70%) of male students 
aged 16 and 72% of females reported never using 
cannabis)

21. Most Australian school students have never 
tried cannabis

    True
    False

(Across all age groups, the majority of students, 
both male and female, reported that they had never 
used cannabis. The least likely age group to use the 
drug were 12-year-olds, with only 3% ever trying it. 
17-year-olds were the most likely to use, with 34% 
reporting they had tried the drug at some point. 
This means that 66% of that age group had not 
tried cannabis)
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Attitudes and Values 
Students’ attitudes and values around cannabis and its use amongst Australian teenagers are examined here.  
Do the students regard cannabis use as the ‘norm’ amongst this group and what do they believe about the 
harms related to the drug. There is also a question related to help-seeking behaviour.

22.  Cannabis is a safe drug

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

23. Smoking cannabis is a fun thing to do at a teenage party

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

24. Smoking cannabis is a normal thing to do at a teenage party

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

25. Smoking cannabis is not as dangerous as smoking tobacco or cigarettes

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

26.   Most Australian young people will try cannabis by the time they leave school

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

27. Not very many people get caught with cannabis by the police so smoking it occasionally is not likely 
to get you into trouble  

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

28. Cannabis can be used for medical purposes so it must be safe to use

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

29. Cannabis is a plant and is natural so it must be safe

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 

30.  I would know what to do and who to talk to if I was worried about a friend who was using cannabis

            
 Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree Agree Strongly agree 
   nor disagree 


