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Rat Park 
 

Rat Park refers to a scientific experiment in the late 1970s that called into question the common 
understanding of addictive drugs. Professor Bruce Alexander and his students at Simon Fraser University 
showed that living conditions, not drugs, were the issue. Our environment greatly influences whether or not 
we use drugs, how much we use, how often, and where. 

This instructional example provides two alternative stimuli through which to introduce this material to Grade 
6/7 students and a variety of instructional strategies appropriate for different learning styles and curricular 
subjects.  

The point of this learning activity is not to focus on drugs or addiction. Those issues are the backdrop, but 
the point is to re-focus attention to those factors that provide the foundation for wellness (including dealing 
with drugs).  

Instructional strategies 

Begin by familiarizing students with the Rat Park story. You might display or distribute the Rat Park comic 
strip by Stuart McMillen. Alternatively, you may want to use this short video about Rat Park. Then use one or 
more of the strategies below to encourage critical and creative engagement. 

1. Help students explore the meaning of the Rat Park experiment through inquiry. You might start by 
having students work in small groups to draft a list of questions that arise from the Rat Park story. 
Encourage students to develop open questions that push them beyond the content. Open questions 
often begin with “why” rather than “what” (e.g., “Why did the rats in cages behave differently from those 
in Rat Park?” rather than “What happened to the rats in the cages?) Then encourage students to share 
some of their questions and facilitate a class discussion. You might cluster some of the questions into 
themes like those below and supplement their questions with some of those supplied.  

Reminder: The intent is not to answer the students’ questions but to engage them in discussion that helps 
them answer their own questions. 

Freedom 
a. Which rats were more free?  
b. Do you think freedom is important? What does freedom mean to you? 
c. Was freedom related to why some rats were healthy and others killed themselves? Explain. 
d. Can we ever be completely free? Explain. 
e. When is a lack of freedom a problem? Could freedom ever be a problem? Explain 

Connection 

a. Why did the rats in isolation use so much of the drug? 
b. Do you think rat behaviour is similar or different than human behaviour? Explain. 
c. Is being able to do things with friends important? Why or why not? 
d. What are some things in our community that might make people feel isolated or caged? 
e. Can humans ever get into trouble when they use alcohol or other drugs with friends? Give 

examples. How can friends help each other? 

  

http://www.stuartmcmillen.com/comics_en/rat-park/
http://www.stuartmcmillen.com/comics_en/rat-park/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbQFNe3pkss
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Support  

a. Why do you think the rats in cages behaved differently from those in Rat Park? 
b. Do you think a similar experiment done with humans would have had similar results? Why or 

why not? 
c. How can we help each other live healthy lives? 
d. Do the results of the Rat Park experiment help us know what to do? Explain. 

2. Have students write a paragraph or short essay on the topic: What I learned from Rat Park, and what I 
can do about it. 

3. Use an art project to encourage understanding and empathy. Invite students to imagine how the rats were 
feeling when caged and when in their park. Then have students express those feelings in side by side 
images of what they imagine the rat in the cage might produce versus a rat in the park. You might extend 
the exercise by having students display their art work and encourage students to look for new meaning or 
see something important that they would not have understood without comparing. Allow time to discuss 
their observations.  

An alternative: Have students work in teams to make 3-D models of a healthy “Human Park” after 
discussing their thoughts about what a comfortable, natural habitat for humans would contain, look and 
feel like, and why. 

4. Engage students in assessing your school’s or broader community’s environment. How well do they 
support active, healthy living? Then encourage students in taking action to create an environment where 
young people (and all!) are happy, healthy and connected.   

a. Begin by inviting students to think about Rat Park and its implications for humans – and in 
particular young people like themselves. What was different about the park habitat? What kind of 
effect would the caged environment have on them? Do they ever feel that way?  What sort of 
environment makes it easy to connect with others, run, jump, play and have some fun?   

b. Go for a tour to see how well your school or neighbourhood supports free, active, healthy living 
and facilitates people connecting and enjoying each other. Encourage students to take notes and 
pictures along the way to document anything they would like to see addressed.  

c. Encourage students to reflect on what they saw and be prepared to share next class.  
d. For the start of the next class, plan an activity that picks up on the ideas of Rat Park. It might be 

an obstacle course that’s full of fun things to do? A game of tag in a nearby forest or playground?  
e. Using sticky notes, invite each student to post one observation and an idea about what can be 

done to improve the environment. Discuss and expand on these ideas as a class. 
f. Using a decision making process like the nominal group technique, identify 2-3 action items, as a 

class the students would like to work on – and support them to go for it!  (Some of what they’d 
like to do may require some support from an adult ally or two.) 

An Example 

Students could imagine what would make their recess time more Rat Park-
like. They might decide to form a band of “recess ambassadors” or “play 
leaders” to share and implement some of their ideas on how to make recess 
time more fun for all. For more prompts and tips see Recess Revival. 

http://asq.org/learn-about-quality/idea-creation-tools/overview/nominal-group.html
http://parc.ophea.net/sites/parc.ophea.net/files/workshops/RecessRevival/PARC_RecessRevival_CIRA.pdf
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Drug literacy  

Big ideas 
• Drugs can be tremendously helpful and also very harmful  
• As humans, both individually and as communities, we need to learn how to 

manage the drugs in our lives 
• We can learn how to control drugs by examining human thinking through 

time, exploring stories from various cultures and listening to each other 

Competencies 
• Assess the complex ways in which drugs impact the health and wellbeing of individuals, communities and 

societies  
• Explore and appreciate diversity related to the reasons people use drugs, the impact of drug use and the 

social attitudes toward various drugs 
• Recognize binary constructs (e.g., good vs bad) and assess their limitation in addressing complex social 

issues like drug use 
• Develop social and communication skills in addressing discourse and behaviour related to drugs 
• Develop personal and social strategies to manage the risks and harms related to drugs 

For a complete look at the drug literacy competencies, as defined by the Centre for Addictions Research of 
BC, see: http://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/cisur/assets/docs/iminds/hs-pp-drug-curriculum.pdf)  

Links to Curriculum 

First Peoples’ principles of learning  

• Learning ultimately supports the well-being of the self, the family, the community, the land, the spirits, 
and the ancestors.  

• Learning is holistic, reflexive, reflective, experiential, and relational (focused on connectedness, on 
reciprocal relationships, and a sense of place). 

Arts Education 6 
Big ideas  
• Engaging in creative expression and experiences expands people’s sense of identity and community  
• Experiencing art is a means to develop empathy for others’ perspectives and experiences 

Competencies 
• Create artistic works collaboratively and as an individual using ideas inspired by imagination, inquiry, 

experimentation, and purposeful play 
• Interpret and communicate ideas using symbols and elements to express meaning through the arts 
• Express, feelings, ideas, and experiences through the arts 

Arts Education 7  
Big ideas  
• Through art making, one’s sense of identity and community continually evolves 
• Experiencing art challenges our point of view and expands our understanding of others  

Competencies 
• Create artistic works collaboratively and as an individual using ideas inspired by imagination, inquiry, 

experimentation, and purposeful play 
• Interpret and communicate ideas using symbols and elements to express meaning through the arts 
• Express, feelings, ideas, and experiences through the arts 

http://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/cisur/assets/docs/iminds/hs-pp-drug-curriculum.pdf
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English Language Arts 6 
Big ideas  
• Exploring text and story helps us understand ourselves and make connections to others and to the world  
• Exploring and sharing multiple perspectives extends our thinking  

Competencies 
• Use a variety of comprehension strategies before, during, and after reading, listening, or viewing to 

construct meaning from text 
• Use personal experience and knowledge to connect to text and develop understanding of self, 

community, and world 
• Exchange ideas and perspectives to build shared understanding 
• Use writing and design processes to plan, develop, and create texts for a variety of purposes and 

audiences 

English Language Arts 7 
Big ideas  
• Exploring text and story helps us understand ourselves and make connections to others and to the world  
• Exploring and sharing multiple perspectives extends our thinking  

Competencies 
• Apply appropriate strategies to comprehend written, oral, and visual texts, guide inquiry, and extend 

thinking 
• Think critically, creatively, and reflectively to explore ideas within, between, and beyond texts 
• Respond to text in personal, creative, and critical ways 
• Exchange ideas and viewpoints to build shared understanding and extend thinking 
• Use writing and design processes to plan, develop, and create engaging and meaningful literary and 

informational texts for a variety of purposes and audiences 

Physical and Health Education 6/7 
Big ideas  
• Healthy choices influence our physical, emotional, and mental well-being  
• Learning about similarities and differences in individuals and groups influences community health  

Competencies 
• Describe and apply strategies for developing and maintaining healthy relationships 
• Explore strategies for promoting the health and well-being of the school and community 
• Describe and assess strategies for promoting mental well-being, for self and others 
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