Tobacco and Health 

(Something Important You Should Teach Your Children) 

Victoria Taylor Murray

     A LESSON TO BE LEARNED – How tobacco products can harm the body.  How tobacco smoke can harm nonsmokers.  How and why smoking is now being restricted.

     Like most caring parents you have probably taught your children at a reasonably young age about medicines, drugs that can be helpful if used safely.  Cigarettes on the other hand, contain harmful substances.  They are never safe.  Many smokers think they have to smoke for years before cigarettes can do any harm.  They think they can stop smoking whenever they want.  These smokers are mistaken.  The harmful effects of cigarettes start right away.  Cigarettes contain a drug that makes a person want to keep smoking.  Smokers harm their own health smoking and the health of people around them.

     What Happens With Each Puff -- Inside every cigarette are leaves from the tobacco plant.  Tobacco leaves are dried and used to make cigarettes, cigars, and other products.  Tobacco contains a harmful drug called nicotine.  Nicotine causes:  

…The heart to beat faster than it should.

…Blood vessels to narrow.  The heart pumps harder to get blood through narrow vessels.

     When tobacco burns it makes a sticky brown liquid called tar.  In time, tar builds up and coats the lungs.  This makes it hard for the smoker to breathe and for oxygen to get to the rest of the body.  People who smoke a pack of cigarettes each day get about (1) cup of tar in their lungs each year.  Tar in smoke also causes bad breath and stains fingers yellow.

     HEALTH FACT – “Cigarette smoke contain poisons.”  This is true.  The smoke from a cigarette includes more than 4,000 chemicals.  Many of these are poison substances that can be deadly.  There is not enough poison in a single cigarette to kill a person.  But most smokers smoke many cigarettes, each day for years.  In time, the poisons have a deadly effect.

     HEALTH WISE CONSUMER DON’T BE FOOLED – Many cigarette ads make smoking look fun and healthy, so young people might start smoking young.

     Companies know that if people start smoking young, they often keep smoking all their life.  Ads also show smoking as a grown-up way to act.  Young people who see the ads and see adult friends or relatives smoking may fall for the trick.  But don’t be fooled.  Smoking is a deadly habit.

     Using tobacco is harmful show others that you care about your health by never starting to smoke.

     SMOKING AND HEALTH PROBLEMS – The effects of each cigarette build up over time.  One out of every four smokers will eventually die from the effects of smoking.

     Smoking makes the heart work harder.  So smokers have a greater risk of heart disease and heart attack.  Smoking also causes lung problems.  People who smoke are more likely to develop lung, mouth, and throat cancer.

QUITTING THE HABIT – It is easy to start smoking, but it is very hard to stop.  People who smoke develop a habit.  That means they smoke because they are used to it.  In a short time, smokers develop a dependence on cigarettes.  Dependence is a strong need for something—in this case, for the drug nicotine.  When smokers become dependent, it is very hard to quit.  The smoker who quits may get headaches.  The person may become shaky and grouchy, or may not be able to think clearly.  But in time, these feelings do go away.

     Smokers try to quit in many different ways.  Some quit slowly and some quit all at once.  Some people join groups to help them quit.

     The simplest rule about cigarettes is “Don’t start in the first place.”

     PASSIVE SMOKE – Smokers harm more than just themselves.  They also harm the people around them.  How?  The smoke from a burning cigarette goes into the air.  So does the smoke that a smoker breathes out.  If you are near the smoker, you will inhale the cigarette smoke in the air.  Breathing in other people’s cigarette smoke is called passive smoke.

     Passive smoke can affect your health.  It can make your eyes water or make you cough.  But the effects of passive smoke can cause more serious health problems.  The smoke contains nicotine and tar.  Breathing in other people’s smoke can lead to heart and lung problems.  It can be as harmful as smoking cigarettes.

     SMOKELESS TOBACCO – Some people use tobacco products that they don’t smoke.  These are called smokeless tobacco.  Chewing tobacco is a loose form of tobacco leaves that users chew or hold inside of their mouth.  Snuff is a powdered form of tobacco that is also held in the mouth.

     Like regular tobacco, smokeless tobacco contains nicotine.  The nicotine enters the blood through the mouth or the nose.  It causes the same heart problems as cigarettes.  Smokeless tobacco can harm you in other ways:

…Stains teeth and causes bad breath.

…Lessens sense of smell and taste.

…Makes lips and gums crack or bleed.

…Causes cancers of the lip, tongue, mouth, and throat.

IS SMOKING LEGAL? – The answer to this question is “Not always.”  Smoking is being banned more and more.  For example, smoking is banned in most public areas.  It is banned on airplanes.  Companies ban it at the workplace.  And a lot of restaurants now post “No Smoking” signs on the front entrance doors to their establishments.

     It is illegal to sell cigarettes to anyone under 18.  This includes selling cigarettes by vending machines, and cigarette ads and packs must carry warnings about the dangers of smoking.

     YOUR RIGHT NOT TO SMOKE – When it comes to smoking there’s only one word you need to say.  That word is “No.”  The simplest way to protect your own health is by not smoking.  If an older student or even a friend offers your child a cigarette teach your child to simply refuse the offer.  Teach your child to stand up for his/herself and their good health.

     All cigarette packages must include a warning label from the Surgeon General about the dangers of smoking.

     To make sure your children understands the dangers of smoking here are a few things in critical thinking you can go over with them:

…Show what they know – Ask your child to name two ways cigarettes can harm a smoker.  Then ask them to name two ways smokeless tobacco can harm a person.  Next, ask your child to explain how cigarette smoking can harm nonsmokers.  Lastly, Ask your child to tell you why they think people passed laws that require warning labels to be put on cigarette boxes.

     SHOW WHAT YOU CAN DO – HEALTH ACTIVITY:

…Practice refusal skills.

…Prepare a short skit with your child.  In the skit, show what they should do if a friend offers them a cigarette.
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