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Introduction

Many young people in the United States face a range of substance
use, behavioral health and well-being challenges — sometimes

all at once — without equitable access to and outcomes from
effective support. This mismatch is not new, but the magnitude of
these challenges has increased in recent years, particularly since
the pandemic.

Schools are in a unique position to promote healthy behaviors
and drive better outcomes for young people and their
communities. They offer opportunities to connect with youth and
to understand the context in which substance use decisions are
made and whether a student’s substance use may be connected to
their mental health.

Yet schools often respond to mental health challenges and
substance use in profoundly different ways, with the latter often

leading to punitive responses based on the criminalization of Young people and their
using or possessing certain substances and unequal enforcement families, school staff,
of laws and policies. Substance use prevention and early community members and
intervention strategies and supports should be included in o .
policies, practices and programs that seek to alleviate youth clinicians must receive
mental health challenges. accurate and culturally
appropriate education
Substance use prevention services that are culturally and about substance use

linguistically effective, age-appropriate, safety-focused and
evidence-informed are key to improving student well-being.
It’s time for all schools to embrace holistic and preventive

actions informed by communities, families and young people’s and recovery.
experiences and needs.

prevention, early
intervention, treatment
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Developing a Community-Informed
Vision That Centers Youth

During an 18-month period spanning 2023-2024, Healthy Schools Campaign (HSC) convened

a 10-member community advisory board (CAB) to identify how school-based substance use
prevention and early intervention programming could better meet the needs of young people, their
parents and communities.

CAB members — including education, healthcare and community leaders, and youth advocates and
others committed to centering youth lived expertise — brought school experience and knowledge
of systems achieving positive and equitable outcomes through non-punitive supports and policies.
During five group meetings and more than 20 individual meetings and interviews, the members
provided insight into what does and does not exist for young people.

The CAB then worked to advance a new framing for addressing substance use among youth focused
on equitable and culturally and linguistically responsive services. Together they developed a new
vision for investing in school-based substance-use responses that center youth and families. HSC
also convened a year-long series of focus groups with youth, parents, and caregivers and educators
to discuss in more detail how schools can build trust and increase student engagement.

Through all of these dialogues, it became apparent that conversations about young people and
substance use first need to consider how education, healthcare and other institutions and systems
engage and partner with youth, and whether they focus on negative outcomes or encourage young
people to thrive. Both CAB members and focus group participants reflected on the need for a more
holistic, less-medicalized and non-stigmatizing approach to substance use — one that prioritizes
developmentally appropriate strategies to address underlying reasons and risk factors and offers a
more comprehensive view of substance use prevention than what is discussed in many adolescent
health and prevention policy circles.

Throughout the process, participants recognized and discussed the many challenges schools face.
This report is intended to provide schools with support for reframing and addressing complex
issues related to student health and well-being.

Considering this, we developed a continuum of prevention and intervention measures and

school strategies to engage students, families and communities in substance use prevention. Our
companion resources include examples of programs and policies that align with recommendations
developed throughout this project, funding opportunities to advance this new framing and a school
policy and services action tool that school and community members can use to gather information
about school-based approaches to student substance use and overall well-being.
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https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/issues/school-health-services/substance-use-prevention/

A more holistic vision of substance use programming seeks changes to systems and structures in
partnership with youth, families and school staff. Partnering with diverse youth is essential for
understanding student needs and gathering recommendations for how best to implement solutions
and achieve equitable outcomes.

The proposed continuum is relationship-based. Engaging and listening to youth is the starting
point for building trusted connections with school staff and mentors outside of school.

Engagement and connection create an opportunity to introduce well-being programming developed
in partnership with youth and families, along with culturally and linguistically appropriate
substance use education.

Building connections and support spaces can help solidify the work and foster a school climate and
culture conducive to positive youth development and community engagement efforts.

The continuum of substance use prevention, intervention and treatment measures developed by
the CAB includes engagement, connection, well-being programming, substance use
education, secondary prevention, support space and treatment.
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The continuum of substance use prevention, intervention and treatment
measures developed by the CAB includes engagement, connection,
well-being programming, substance use education, secondary
prevention, support space and treatment.

Engagement Treatment
School staff, coaches, mentors and other Offer culturally and linguistically effective,
adults who positively interact with students non-punitive and evidence-informed options
reach out to discuss their needs. for students with a substance use disorder.

&

Connection Support Space

Continuum of
School-Based , Dedicate space where students can talk

Substance Use honestly about their substance use and

. receive factual information, supports and
Prevention,

Build trust and partnerships with
students, and create a safe space on
the school campus offering skills-

building and self-esteem supports. services, including medical care.
9 PP Intervention & 9

Treatment
Measures .
Education Secondary Prevention
Provide factual information on Use school and healthcare settings,
substance use prevention, harm including telehealth, to provide students
reduction and evidence-informed who are using substances but who do
treatment, and discuss punitive . not have a substance use disorder with
. ) Well-Being . : ;
responses and inequitable outcomes. i information on decreasing and
Programming eliminating harm.

Offer positive supports at school and
identify trusted community places where
students can go for help.
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School Activities to Engage

Students and Families

Ideas and suggestions from youth,
parents and educators

» Conduct weekly anonymous student surveys to learn what’s happening in their lives.
Ask students when and how it's best to ask these questions.

* Invite students to post questions anonymously to a forum or drop them in a box. A
teacher could select a question to answer each week and include related resources in
their response, making useful information available to all students.

* Invite community health workers who are already in and know the community to
participate in school activities and connect with youth they know.

* Reshape punitive responses such as in-school detention into something more
therapeutic where young people can learn something new or receive support.

* Provide educational resources at all parent-attended school events, such as athletic
events, school performances and parent/teacher conferences. These activities might
be better attended than stand-alone events focused on mental health or substance
use.

» Develop at-home education options, such as a website for parents to view educational
videos and answer questions, and offer participation incentives. For example, when
schools receive viewing confirmation, students might be rewarded with a local store
coupon.

 Help facilitate family conversations by developing and disseminating educational
videos that youth and parents can view together.

 Partner with the PTA or other community-school organizations that can be a place for
parents to learn about and engage in substance use prevention and early intervention
education.
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Themes Guiding
Vision Implementation

No one set of policies or programs can guarantee equitable access
to and outcomes from school-based substance use prevention and
early intervention, yet there are a number of positive examples and
ideas. Key themes emerged in conversations with the community
advisory board and focus groups — as well as perceived barriers to
implementing system and structural changes.
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A core theme raised is that trust must be built
between the school and students — and their
parents and caregivers — to develop the type of
relationships young people need for prevention to be
successful.

Schools are uniquely positioned within the
community to be a trusted resource for information,
social services and healthcare. However, inequitable
education system policies and practices have eroded
the trust of generations of students and families,
particularly those in historically marginalized
communities.

We heard repeatedly from students that they and
their peers are wary of discussing substance use
because they do not trust designated school staff
and school responses or what will happen once
information is shared. Young people also raised the
harm caused by prevention education that relies
heavily on fear-based messaging and scare tactics?,
emphasizing the worst dangers of substance use
(sometimes combined with gruesome depictions of
consequences).

Research shows these strategies to be largely
ineffective as they run counter to developmental
science and, in some circumstances, have been
shown to increase substance use?.

Advancing School-Based Substance Use Prevention & Early Intervention Approaches

Dramatized and unreliable information
ultimately reinforces stigma, retraumatizes
students and erodes their trust in adults and
systems putting forth this information.

All schools have the opportunity to improve
their culture and climate and build trust
through policy and practice changes

that aim to address racism, ableism,
documentation status, gender identity and
other factors that have and continue to
present barriers to student and community
trust, safety and well-being.

Centering the experiences of youth and
families whose trust has been eroded by a
history of punitive actions can help make
schools “safe spaces” and better establish a
culture of trust where students actively seek
support or care when needed because it is

“Teachers, in an attempt to do
something, often do the
wrong thing.”

— Middle School Student
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https://www.riprc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/fear-messages-prevention-efforts.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022427898035004002

How schools respond to substance use is related to the issue of trust. Compared with other areas of
student well-being and health, substance use is unique because possession is illegal for most youth
under the age of 18, even in states that have passed decriminalization or legalization laws. It is well
documented that punitive consequences tied to possession are disproportionately applied across
racial demographics, leading to significant disparities in school discipline and later involvement in
the criminal justice system for Black, Latinx and Indigenous young people, even for first-time use.

CAB members and focus group participants noted that even when law enforcement is not part of
the school’s response, past punitive responses may influence many parents or families. Efforts
to change school responses must acknowledge and contend with the past harms done to parents,
caregivers and communities.

In addition, it is critical for support attempts to replace punitive tactics with mental health and
substance use support. Forced treatment that replicates incarceration can be more traumatic3 and
less effective than community-based substance use care that is culturally responsive, healing-
centered, trauma-informed and developmentally appropriate.

In almost every state, young people can consent to their own mental health and substance use
disorder treatment. Students must know that if they consent to their care, it is confidential. What
exactly this looks like (including the age of consent) varies by state+.
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https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/forced-treatment-carceral-strategies-mental-health/
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/2020.07.09-Unlocking-Transformation-and-Healing-Confidentiality_0.pdf

Funding is often the first barrier identified when More states are leveraging federal Medicaid

discussing fundamental change to systems and policy to expand the types of school-based
structures, and it’s no different for schools. But health services and providers eligible for
there are other complications to consider. reimbursement and to expand covered
services to all students enrolled in Medicaid.
Short-term funding following a school crisis does This is a sustainable funding source that can
not give schools and districts time to partner be used to hire more counselors and invest
in implementing and evaluating culturally and in mental health and substance use services.

linguistically effective work with equitable
outcomes. States must spend the money within
a brief time frame, often forcing schools to rely
on programs and practices that may not benefit
students.

“Something that has always

Funding for prevention exists through federal and been missing is people with

state budgets but has not been prioritized as part

of the continuum needed to address substance use lived experience — dealing,

and substance use disorders. In addition, funding addiction, incarceration. Hearing
may be narrow in focus or lack clarity. For instance, it from these people made the
while federal substance use fundlng is available, deterrence a lot stronger.”

many grants funded through behavioral health,

mental health or other health avenues may not .

require or have clear criteria for including substance — Recent High School Graduate
use.

Finally, workforce shortages and an inability to hire
diverse and culturally effective staff with expertise
in positive youth development can affect outcomes,
jeopardizing future funding.
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https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/issues/school-health-services/workforce/
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/resources/maximizing-school-medicaid-for-substance-use-services/
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/resources/maximizing-school-medicaid-for-substance-use-services/

Community advisory board members and other participants identified a need
for funding in these areas:

e Non-clinical programming: Prevention programming should include free after-school
activities and support for basic human and social needs. Non-clinical programming should also
include non-traditional providers such as peer support specialists and recovery coaches.

» Diverse, trusted staffing: Schools should identify knowledgeable staff who care about
students’ well-being and support staff in working with youth in clinical and non-clinical
positions.

o Evaluation: Funding is needed to collect, disaggregate and evaluate school, youth and parent
development to gauge progress made toward equitable outcomes.

o Different types of prevention and early intervention work: Healthcare payers
(health plans, insurers and government programs such as Medicaid) should develop financing
structures broader than traditional clinical care and therapist models. Funding is needed for
engagement and partnership work and pro-social youth development activities. Schools should
build a continuum of prevention and early intervention services.

e Address substance use in the context of school structure and climate: Given the
stigma and punitive responses often attached to substance use, school climate and culture need
to change. Instead of picking one evidence-based practice to fund, schools should consider how
they can change their response to substance use in the context of broader systemic changes.

HSC’s companion report, “Maximizing School Medicaid
for Substance Use Prevention, Early Intervention &
Treatment: 10 Actions States Can Take Now,” offers

an in-depth look at how states can shape their school
Medicaid program to increase reimbursement for
substance use services and supports. The additional
and sustainable funding states and school districts
receive can create opportunities for more equitable
access to healthcare.
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https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/resources/maximizing-school-medicaid-for-substance-use-services/
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/resources/maximizing-school-medicaid-for-substance-use-services/
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/resources/maximizing-school-medicaid-for-substance-use-services/

Moving the Vision Forward:
Recommendations for Engaging
Youth, Families, Schools

and Communities

Meaningful engagement with youth, families and school communities
is essential to advancing substance-use responses that lead to

more equitable access and outcomes. Community advisory board
members and focus group participants identified a number of ways
in which student voices and community-informed strategies can help
strengthen school climate and advance equitable policies, programs
and practices.
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During conversations with students, we heard that many young people are “carrying a lot” and
have no outlets. They need personal, healthy and trusted relationships and youth-friendly spaces to
support healthy decision-making.

The most commonly cited theme was the need to talk with, center and engage diverse young
people in all areas of substance use prevention and early intervention work: visioning, developing,
implementing, evaluating, and adjusting services to achieve equitable access and outcomes from
school prevention and early intervention efforts.

This work must be ongoing. As a recent high school graduate who took part in a focus group noted,
“Youth, culture and school experiences can change and evolve drastically over the years.”

Reframing prevention and early intervention around why youth use or might use substances can
help to develop more effective solutions.

Key Takeaways

« All substance use work should include diverse youth representative of the entire school
community, including students experiencing challenges in school, students who are unhoused,
students parenting children and other populations that often are left out of these conversations.

« As schools seek to define better measures to evaluate the efficacy of prevention efforts, they
should invite students to help with data collection, disaggregation and analysis to identify and
understand gaps and help define solutions.

« Student engagement and programming must take place where adolescents already congregate
and feel comfortable. Adults should identify youth-led spaces in and outside of school and ask to
come listen.

Advancing School-Based Substance Use Prevention & Early Intervention Approaches healthyschoolscampaign.org
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»  Adults should make an effort to understand the complex reasons why adolescents are using
substances and their families’ attitudes toward and use of substances. For students who are also
experiencing mental health challenges, efforts should be made to identify and address linkages.

« Educational materials should present fact-based information, interactive and engaging
approaches and compassionate messaging toward students with various levels of substance use.
This includes age-appropriate harm reduction approaches and information about how racism
informs policies and practices and contributes to racial disparities in providing treatment and
support.

« School policies, practices and strategies for addressing substance use must be transparent and
clear to all involved. Students should be informed about the types of information that can be
kept confidential and what triggers mandatory reporting.

Studies show youth engagement can improve substance use preventions, and in our experience,
the most effective community-based prevention models include youth leadership. However,
schools often relegate young people to pre-determined and/or tokenized roles in developing this
area. Barriers cited include the difficulty of participating in school-based prevention outreach

or in developing new outreach when, as one participant said, all stakeholders (school staff,
parents, youth) “are overworked and exhausted.” Lack of trust in the school and funding for these
approaches also present challenges.

Still, deep youth engagement is possible when schools understand what it means to authentically
engage young people and staff have the skill set to do so. Though engagement requires work and
resources, it ultimately produces better outcomes and ensures that available resources are used
more effectively.

“Having real conversations is
so much more powerful than a
presentation.”

— Recent High School Graduate
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10683349/

Parents and caregivers are central characters in
young people’s lives, yet they generally are not
involved in developing school-based substance use
prevention and early intervention programs and
policies. Systems are not set up to include families,
and when they are, the options for engagement
may be narrow and not reflective of how parents
and caregivers see themselves becoming active
participants. Parents should be consulted on the
best ways to engage them in their child’s school,

given their limited time and the competing demands

of being a caretaker.

Many parents we talked with said that both

they and their children are looking for accurate
information about substance use. Parents’ lack

of knowledge about the current landscape of
substances is a barrier to discussing substance use
with their children.

While some parents said they agree with the need
for holding their children accountable for substance
use and possession at school, participants rejected
involving law enforcement in response.

Parents requested notification if their child’s
school identifies areas of concern, along with
culturally and linguistically relevant and
effective services and supports for both their
child and family. Some parents said they

did not have a positive school experience,
and this affects their school interactions and
ability to trust school administrators.

“Parents are only engaged when
there is a crisis.”

— Focus Group Parent

“We have the kids a majority
of the time, and we hear stuff

that maybe you all [parents]
might not hear as well. If we got
together and discussed what
we all know, then we’d probably
help our kids a lot better.”

— Middle School Teacher
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Finally, substance use by parents and caregivers was discussed. Parental use not only affects
young people’s decisions and perceptions of substance use but also presents challenges for schools
navigating prevention programming and attempting to understand what students may experience
at home.

Some families may also have challenges with substance use and need a greater connection to
care and support. A two-generational approach to substance use prevention and intervention
can help schools consider biological, social and environmental factors while developing helpful,
nonjudgmental approaches to supporting students and their families.

Key Takeaways

» Schools should explore offering multiple opportunities for
parent engagement that accommodate different schedules and Culturally and
circumstances. Limiting engagement with school staff to in- li isticall
person, day-time meetings is a barrier for many parents and Inguis '?a y
caregivers. appropriate

education can help

« Parents want schools to recognize the importance of serving parents become

their children with consideration and respect for the context
of the entire family. Culturally and linguistically appropriate

non-judgmental

education and services are needed for children and parents. sources of
information

and support.

« Parental education should be coupled with resources that
include how to talk to a young person in a non-punitive manner
and where to go for prevention, early intervention, treatment
and recovery support.

« In most cases, school substance use policies were not clearly
understood, indicating that parents need information about
the confidentiality rules in their state and district, including
what information is shared and with whom, and how data is
used to improve outcomes and/or punish students. Schools can
help assuage student and parent concerns by making clear how
schools will handle confidentiality.

«  When appropriate, schools should provide culturally and
linguistically sensitive referrals to substance use supports for
parents in need of these services. Family counseling may be
helpful if there is discord in the parent/youth relationship.
When disagreements between youth and parents cannot be
resolved, youth need a safe place to go and trusted people with
whom they can talk.
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Focus group participants, as well as CAB members, noted that schools cannot and should not work
alone to provide the full continuum of culturally and linguistically appropriate approaches, services
and supports. Schools need to partner with other systems and community providers to support
equitable access and outcomes from effective substance use prevention, early intervention and
other substance use services.

Schools can, with community partners, identify and develop strategies for creating more resources
and spaces for youth engagement. Many parents expressed that community partnerships that
provide after-school care and enrichment programs, particularly those with diverse providers and
staff based in the community, are especially important in building trust and connectedness with

the school.

“We’ve had different

organizations come in, but just
coming in one day once a year is
not going to build trust. It has to be
consistent.”

— Middle School Teacher
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Key Takeaways

» Youth programs, services and supports that are
developmentally, culturally and linguistically appropriate are
essential to young people’s well-being.

«  While partnerships can be challenging to build and sustain,
schools are better able to reach young people when they
build diverse partnerships and broad coalitions with
community-based organizations, after-school providers, faith
organizations, local health departments, hospitals and other
groups and institutions. Community partnerships help expand
the number of caring and trusted adults that students interact
with and learn from outside of school.

« Schools should carve out opportunities for coordination and
communication among community partners, school staff and
administrators. By talking with one another, partners can
be more proactive in identifying students in need of support
and services and ensure more effective communication and
action if interventions and more intensive care responses are
necessary.

« Schools need funding to develop effective collaborations with
community-based organizations, ensure young people and
their families know what’s available, and address potential
participation barriers such as cost or transportation.

« Partnerships should include individuals who youth trust and
respect outside of school and who have experience working
with youth.

« Partnerships must represent the community’s diversity,
including sexual orientation, gender, race, ethnicity, language,
immigration status, ability and other intersectional identities.

Tables must be welcoming to all.
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All participants emphasized the importance of restructuring and reimagining schools to be more
responsive to young people’s needs, both in and outside the classroom. To be more welcoming for
all students, schools need to do more to adjust to different learning needs and interests and provide
additional creative outlets for students.

“Please let kids be kids,” said one middle school student in response to a question asking what they
want adults to know from our focus group conversations. This was echoed by other youth who said
schools should be less stressful and that the stress of academics and other demands make school
“part of the problem.”

Some young people we spoke with said they often feel physically and mentally exhausted and want
to be able to talk with someone who makes them feel “better, lighter as a person.” They also want
more unstructured time and opportunities for play during the school day. Some cited the need for
activities that engage students. “We need music classes,” said one middle school student. “We don’t
have field days or play that make me want to go to school.”

“Kids don’t care how much
you know until they know
how much you care.”

— Focus Group Parent
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On the subject of substance use, students cited a lack of knowledge and
commitment on the part of schools to effectively engage them around
this issue. They noted that school climate and discipline models — from
metal detectors to students being sent to residential mental health
clinics — play a role in determining whether they and their peers feel
comfortable sharing, connecting and becoming involved.

Young people and other focus group participants acknowledged that
there are complex engagement challenges. They were careful not to
point fingers at educators, noting that they are often held responsible
for student outcomes beyond academics without sufficient training,
recognition or compensation.

High levels of staff turnover can interrupt positive youth/staff
relationships and erode trust. Educators, administrators and staff,
including school health providers, also may not understand the
correlation between mental health, substance use, physical health and
overall well-being.

Key Takeaways

» School administrators, educators and other staff should have
opportunities for culturally and linguistically appropriate substance
use training that includes an understanding of substance use as a
chronic health concern. Training should be interactive and ongoing,
with some youth-led components, and include compensation.

« Educators and school staff who are trusted by students but who are
not specifically trained in substance use counseling can play a key
role in prevention and early intervention. Schools, therefore, should
identify, educate, pay and empower staff members whom students
trust, even if they are not traditional counselors.

» Schools should create structures to educate and support peer
counselors and other youth-led approaches. Students should
be included in school substance use prevention messaging and
communication.

« Schools should evaluate their substance use messaging and
communication and avoid fear-based tactics and approaches that
have been proven ineffective. Fact-based information empowers
young people to make informed decisions.

« Schools should develop ways to identify and respond to student
questions and concerns about substance use and ensure youth can
ask questions without disciplinary consequences such as immediate
suspension or expulsion.

Advancing School-Based Substance Use Prevention & Early Intervention Approaches
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Conclusion

When school districts rush to “do something” in response to a substance use crisis such as a student
overdose, short-term funding responses are all too common. Under pressure to respond quickly,
less attention is paid to designing and aligning programming to meet the needs of students and the
school community, understanding how the response fits within a broader continuum of wellness
services, and ensuring programming is inclusive of and leads to equitable outcomes for all students.

It doesn’t need to be this way.

A new vision for school-based substance use prevention and early intervention services is possible.
When we center youth experience and meaningfully involve them and their families in the process
of vision development, we build trust with and among students, families and schools.

When we intentionally take steps to strengthen school climate through people, programs and
policies — taking a closer look at how inequities persist at a systemic level, perpetuating individual
trauma and harm — we can make schools a safer, more welcoming place and improve student
health and educational outcomes.

When we ensure that there is a continuum of prevention and intervention strategies aimed at
students, families and school communities that are culturally and linguistically effective, age-
appropriate, safety-focused, medically accurate and evidence-informed, we can empower more
youth to make decisions in the interest of their bodily autonomy and well-being, and address the
collective needs of their communities.

The community advisory board worked for more than a year to develop this new vision for school-
based substance use prevention and early intervention programs. There is hard work ahead, more
questions to answer, long-term funding to secure and many areas where deeper engagement with
schools, students, families and communities is needed. This initial framing is intentionally broad
and requires additional detail and examination to help chart the way forward.

We encourage readers to view HSC’s related project components, including an action tool designed
to help schools and communities identify current policies and programs; resources to advance

a community-informed vision; and a school Medicaid companion report identifying 10 actions
states can take to maximize federal funding for substance use prevention, early intervention and
treatment.

From engagement to treatment, this new vision for a continuum that advances equitable access and
outcomes from school-based substance use prevention and early intervention is truly possible.
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Resources & References

Healthy Schools Campaign Publications
“Maximizing School Medicaid for Substance Use Prevention, Early Intervention & Treatment: 10
Actions States Can Take Now” offers an in-depth look at how states can shape their school Medicaid
program to increase reimbursement for substance use services and supports.

Additional resources, including program examples and funding opportunities related to developing
a more holistic vision of substance use programming are available at:
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/substance-use
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Healthy Schools Campaign

Healthy Schools Campaign engages stakeholders and advocates for policy changes at local,
state and national levels to ensure that all students have access to healthy school environments,
including nutritious food, physical activity and essential health services, so they can learn and

thrive.
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