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Our country has been moving for years toward a growing acceptance of 
marijuana, with 24 states – Rhode Island included – now allowing recreational 
use by adults. 

Old perceptions have changed, and we’re no longer so willing to criminalize 
the behavior of tens of millions of people. 

But with legalization we also have a responsibility to make sure the public 
understands the risks that marijuana, or cannabis, poses to young people, 
whose bodies and minds are still maturing. 

Risks such as: 

• “Significantly higher odds” of common mental disorders and physical 
health conditions and diseases for adolescents who use cannabis 
frequently before age 15 (JAMA Network, October 2025); 

• “Significantly higher odds” of poor mental health and suicide attempts 
for adolescent cannabis users, and higher odds for suicide attempts for 
former adolescent users (Electronic Journal of General Medicine, 
November 2025); 

• “Greater odds” of poor academic performance and emotional distress 
for 8th, 10th and 12th grade students using cannabis just once or twice 
a month (Pediatrics, January 2026); 

• A consistent link between cannabis use and generalized anxiety 
disorder, major depressive episodes and suicidality (Canadian Journal 
of Psychiatry, February 2026); 

• “A significantly increased risk” of “psychotic, bipolar, depressive, and 
anxiety disorders” by the age of 26 for 13-to-17-year-old adolescents 



who reported “past-year cannabis use” (Kaiser Permanente study of 
463,396 adolescents, JAMA Health Forum, February 2026). 

The latter study found that the “strongest associations” were for psychotic 
and bipolar disorders, which was “consistent with prior research suggesting 
that cannabis use during adolescence may be an especially strong risk factor 
for severe psychiatric outcomes.” Adding context, the study noted that the 
more potent cannabis available today can disrupt the brain development of 
adolescents. 

These are just some of the recent studies calling attention to the dangers of 
cannabis use by young people. There is a growing body of research – more 
than enough to make it clear that we adults, in our new world of legalization, 
must do a better job of communicating the dangers of cannabis to young 
people and keeping it out of their hands. 

Legalization complicates this. Research also suggests that when cannabis is 
legal for people 21 and older despite the health risks, it’s easier for 
adolescents to assume it’s OK for them. 

There are hints that we can counter this message, if we try. 

According to the latest Rhode Island Student Survey, administered in 2024, 
our state had many positive trends, including a growing percentage of high 
school students seeing cannabis as risky and fewer high school students 
using it. But the survey showed increasing past 30-day use among middle 
school students. 

There are places where Rhode Islanders can turn to for help, including eight 
Certified Community Behavioral Health Clinics, the Department of Children, 
Youth & Families’ Family Support Line, and Kids’ Link RI. We also have 
programs to protect caregivers and infants when substance use intersects 
with pregnancy and early parenting. 

However, we need to make sure students and parents are aware of the 
dangers before there’s a crisis. 



Colorado, the first state to legalize adult use, has employed public awareness 
campaigns, school-based campaigns and private efforts to reduce cannabis 
use by students. 

Rhode Island is also reaching out to parents, educators and students through 
prevention programs in more than 70 middle and high schools and through 
outreach to youth and young adults. One program, Rhode Island Responsible, 
features a website that addresses key public health concerns, including the 
brain impacts of early cannabis use. 

These are positive steps. With cannabis now legal, the evidence shows that 
we must be vigilant about protecting the ones for whom it is not legal. We 
need to help them understand that just because something is legal for adults 
does not mean it is safe for those who are not yet adults. More to the point, we 
need to help them understand it can cause them great harm. 
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