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To my dear Dan, with love.

Mum
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Having studied English at Oxford University, Fiona Mabbs met and married Tim Spargo, became the Spargo-Mabbs, and moved to South London, where they raised their two boys, Jacob and Daniel. When Dan started school, Fiona began teaching English in adult education for her local authority, and by the time Dan died she was managing a team of around 50 teachers, coordinators and managers, working closely with other departments within the council, and in partnership with local schools and educational settings.

She was also working strategically at a national level within her specialism and first love, Family Learning. Family Learning involves working in some of the most deprived areas with parents whose limited confidence and skills are risking their children’s progress and achievement. The fundamental premise of Family Learning is that the involvement of parents is vital to the impact and success of children’s learning.

When Dan died, Fiona and Tim were left with a passionate commitment to do all they could to prevent any harm happening to anyone else’s child. They became aware not only of the vulnerability of all young people to the risks of drugs, but also of a huge gap in the resources and support available to schools to enable them to teach this tricky topic to their students effectively. It quickly became apparent that there was little provision for parents. And so, together with their older son Jacob, Fiona and Tim founded the Daniel Spargo-Mabbs Foundation, with the aim of arming young people – and the adults in their lives – with the information, understanding and decision-making skills they need to make safer choices about alcohol and drugs.

With her personal and professional lives having collided, as a drugs educator Fiona has worked with tens of thousands of young people, parents and professionals across the country and Europe; less than a decade after setting up the DSM Foundation, she is considered to be one of the leading UK experts in drugs and alcohol education. As well as regularly being asked to talk to the media, she speaks across a range of platforms, informing and influencing policy and practice at a local, regional and national level. Fiona’s resolute determination to prevent any harm coming to young people from drugs drives everything she does – quite simply, it is all about making sure young people get home safely.




Foreword

I remember speaking on the phone with Fiona shortly after Dan’s death. I’m sure I did my best to comfort her but in truth her sobs were just the outward evidence of a heart that was forever broken. I recall thinking how fast life can change. One minute Fiona was saying to a typical sixteen-year-old boy going out for the night the things that as parents we always say – ‘Be careful,’ ‘Don’t do anything silly,’ and ‘Ring if you need us.’ The next moment, the police were calling.

In 2003, Care for the Family introduced a new course for parents called ‘How to Drug-Proof Your Kids.’ We wrestled with that title at the time as we all knew that there can be no guarantees – as Fiona and Tim tragically found out when their son Dan died from MDMA (ecstasy). But despite there being no guarantees, every mum and dad wants their child to avoid the harm that can come with substance misuse.

Fiona and Tim felt just the same. They wanted Dan and his brother Jacob to be able to develop and grow from much-loved children, into much-loved teens, and then adults who would live healthy and fulfilling lives. Sadly, that didn’t happen for Dan, and at Care for the Family, through our work with bereaved parents we know that to be the case for many other parents. No one expects to bury their own child, and as our befrienders say, this is a club no one wants to join.

In this book, Fiona has taken the tragedy of Dan’s death as a motivation to help other families, as much as possible, avoid the same thing. As I said earlier, there are no guarantees but that doesn’t mean that as mums and dads, grand-parents, carers – or anyone for whom the well-being of our young people matters – we shouldn’t give it our best shot. Fiona and Tim have done just that. This book tells their family’s personal and heart-breaking story with great honesty and vulnerability. But it does much more than that. It’s full of evidence-based practical wisdom: how to talk with your child about drugs and alcohol; facts about different drugs; the role brain development plays in risk-taking and making decisions, and where to go for help and support.

The good news, as Fiona says ‘…is that most young people, at any age, are not using illegal drugs.’ However, we may never know, just as Fiona and Tim didn’t know, whether our child is going to be one of the ones who does. This book helps us be forewarned and forearmed, with the hope that one less family will experience what the Spargo-Mabbs family did.

In the fast-changing world in which we live, it is crucial to have an understanding of the challenges that may face our children – and us as their parents – further down the road. I Wish I’d Known is a vital read if you have teenagers, but I would urge you to read it whatever age your children are. My grandchildren are young – all under eleven years of age – but I will be urging my children to read this book – now.

Rob Parsons OBE Founder and Chairman, Care for the Family




Introduction

When my younger son Dan was 16, he went to a party and never came home. The policeman who rang at the door in the early hours told us he’d been found unconscious outside a rave in Hillingdon; it was thought he’d taken MDMA and been taken to intensive care. I’d never heard of MDMA. I didn’t know where Hillingdon was. I didn’t know anything about a rave. I thought he was at the party he’d asked me about going to the evening before. I knew where that was, who was going, when it would finish. But I didn’t know about a rave, or Hillingdon or MDMA.

What I did know, by the time the police came, was that he wasn’t home, and that he wasn’t picking up his phone, and I knew I was more worried and more frightened than I had ever been before. I had no idea what worry and fear might come to look like.

When he left that evening, I didn’t know he wouldn’t get to speak to me again. When I let him go, I didn’t know he’d never come back.

That was 17 January 2014. Dan died three days later from multiple organ failure caused by MDMA toxicity.

When Dan died there was so much I didn’t know. But what I did know with an absolute certainty was that if something like this could go so badly wrong for someone like Dan, then it could just as easily go wrong for someone else’s – anyone else’s – child. And I knew with just as much certainty that I needed to do everything I could to prevent that.

Of course, I knew that most of the time it doesn’t end so badly. There were four other boys who took MDMA when Dan did who all went on living their lives. Thank goodness. However, drugs and alcohol can and do cause so many dimensions of harm and damage, and all of these are avoidable because there is always a choice involved. That’s so much easier said as an adult, however, than done as a teenager, and this book is all about equipping parents for the (literally) vital role they can play in supporting their children to make safe choices about drugs and alcohol.


Some perspective

It’s important as a parent, when it comes to laying out the context of young people and drugs, to hold on to a balance – navigating that bewildering spectrum between worst and best case scenarios, scathed and unscathed, and all the possible shades of scathing in between. This can be especially tricky when those young people are your own precious children, who you love more than life itself, and would do anything in your power to protect from harm.

The first thing to remember in that quest for balance, though, is that most young people, at any age, are not using illegal drugs. Most of them don’t drink to excess, and larger numbers than ever don’t drink at all. Very few now smoke, and even though vaping has risen in popularity it’s still a minority, albeit a sizable one, who have tried it. Of those who do take drugs, most will do little more than dip a toe, remove it and move on. Very few come to lasting harm.

However, it’s also important to be aware that young people’s use of illegal drugs has been on the rise. Routes of access to drugs are more diverse, speedy and straightforward than possibly ever before. Prices have fallen while purity has risen, at the same time that the strength, range and riskiness of contaminants has increased. The menu of substances available has broadened. Attitudes of young people have become more tolerant and use has become less stigmatized, and even normalized, as they move through their teenage years and into their 20s.

As a parent it’s important to be aware your child is very likely, at some time or other, to be in a situation where they have to make a decision about drugs. It’s also important to know that their decision, in that moment – and perhaps over some period of time – could well be ‘yes’, but is statistically more likely to be ‘no’. It’s important to understand how difficult that decision could be to make safely and why. It’s important to know what the risks could be, and what practical strategies they could bring to bear. It’s also important to know that most of the time, if there’s a beginning with drugs, there will be an ending that usually leaves them relatively, if not completely, unharmed.

Sometimes, of course, the journey from beginning to end is a long and hard one and does leave its mark, and that’s incredibly difficult and painful for parents. Accessing advice and support is very important, and that is the focus towards the end of this book. Very, very occasionally the journey comes to an ending that is all too abrupt, as it did for Dan. When this happens, these parents need support, understanding and lots of patience. This is a road of unique rockiness. This is where this book ends.

On the way there we’ll explore the context for young people when it comes to drugs and alcohol, the risks and effects of the substances they’re most likely to come across, and the legal pitfalls that may leave their own lasting legacy. We’ll have a look at what’s going on in that adolescent brain in relation to decision-making and managing risk, and how those important conversations can best be approached and managed in your family through these often tricky years, both generally and more specifically if you have suspicions, concerns or know your child has some level of involvement with drugs. We’ll also look at some practical strategies for staying safe, some information around reducing risk and harm, and lots of places where more information, advice and support can be found. Woven throughout are ‘talking points’, included here and there in each chapter to provide some ideas and practical suggestions for things to do, talk about, look at, look up and consider.



What Dan did next

When Dan died, I was working as a manager in adult education for our local authority. I had started out as an English teacher many years before, teaching GCSE, A level and Family Literacy, which involved working with parents in often vulnerable families whose limited skills in literacy were in turn limiting the achievement and future outcomes of their children. I moved through layers of management, taking on wider areas of responsibility and working more broadly across education within our local authority, in partnership with early years settings, schools and other agencies. I also had a lead strategic role nationally within my specialism of Family Learning, chairing a national network of managers from local authorities across the country. I never stopped teaching, though, because I loved it best. My last class had been in the morning of the day Dan left home for his last time.

When Dan died, I knew about teaching and learning, I knew about education and working in partnership. I didn’t know enough about drugs, and knew nothing about drugs education, but I knew a lot about how to learn, how to research and how to make contacts and network. I knew the importance of evidence of effectiveness, of measuring impact, of identifying best practice. And we had a huge community of support standing with us. And so the foundations of Dan’s Foundation were built – the drugs and alcohol education charity my husband Tim, our older son Jacob and I set up in Dan’s name – to make sure other young people had the knowledge, understanding and skills they needed to make safer choices about drugs. Over the years we’ve watched this grow and grow and grow (see more below).

Both personally, as a parent for whom it had all gone so badly wrong, and as someone whose professional specialism was based on evidence that involves parents in their children’s learning adds to its impact exponentially – I was passionately committed from the start to educating and upskilling parents like me. Schools, colleges and community groups will do all they can. We as a drugs education charity will do all we can. But the most important players are parents, and together, we stand the best chance of raising a generation of children and young people who are able to navigate decisions about drugs more safely.

When Dan died, there was so much I wished I’d known. The Foundation isn’t founded on regret, though, but on hope. I’ll never know whether knowing any of the things I didn’t know, or doing any of the things I didn’t do, would have been enough to keep Dan safe in that moment of decision, but if in reading this book my gaps are filled for you, and a difference is made for your children, then that will be more than good enough for me.

And I hope that Dan would be proud of (if a little embarrassed by) his mum.
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Notes

Talking points: these are included at various points in each chapter to provide some ideas and practical suggestions for things to do, talk about, look at, look up and think about. Chapter 6 is all about how to make these conversations work as best you can.

Terminology: although I’ve used the word ‘parent’ throughout, this includes anyone who has a caring role, relationship or responsibility towards a child or young person.

The term ‘drugs’ is used throughout to refer to any drugs that are used for non-medical purposes. Alcohol is referred to separately at times but is also included in the broader term.

I’ve chosen to use the term ‘addiction’ in this book to refer to drug use that has become a dominant factor in a person’s life, but the question of which term to use is one that’s a bit fraught with differing views. Addiction, dependence, substance misuse, problematic drug use, substance use disorder and dependence syndrome are terms that are sometimes used interchangeably and other times distinctly, and there are multiple definitions and well-argued reasons for the linguistic choices made in each case. Language is important, because it has the power to shape (and to betray) not only attitudes but also the actions, policies and priorities of nations, and it’s especially influential – and its influence is especially important – in an area of human existence where stigma is arguably more rife than anywhere else. However, I have to make a choice, and to do that I know there are many who will disagree with whatever that choice will be!

Names: the names of Dan’s friends have either been kept as they are or changed in line with decisions made for the play that tells his story written by Mark Wheeller, I Love You, Mum – I Promise I Won’t Die (Bloomsbury/Methuen Drama, 2017). Some other names have been changed.

The Daniel Spargo-Mabbs Foundation is a drugs and alcohol education charity which aims to support young people to make safe choices and reduce harm, through increasing their understanding of the effects and risks of drugs and alcohol, and improving their life skills and resilience. We work with young people, families, teachers and professionals in schools, colleges and community groups across the UK and overseas.

We deliver workshops and talks to young people, workshops to parents and carers and training to school staff and professionals. We have developed an evidence-based, evaluated drugs and alcohol education programme for young people, parents and teachers, Making Safer Choices, available to schools to be delivered through Personal, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE). We have a Youth Ambassador programme which trains and supports 16–18-year-olds to be positive peer influences within their community and to support the work of the charity.

The powerful verbatim play that the charity commissioned award-winning playwright Mark Wheeller to write, I Love You, Mum – I Promise I Won’t Die has been studied and performed around the world, and has been touring schools since 2017 as a professional Theatre in Education production, with performances followed by interactive workshops.

Every penny made from sales of this book will go straight to the charity, helping us to keep doing what we do. Saving young lives.

For more information see <www.dsmfoundation.org.uk>
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