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Child and adolescent 
substance use and abuse 
are significant public health 

issues, and they can impact a 
child’s development for years 
to come. Statistics show that 
approximately 1.3 million—or 5 
percent—of all adolescents had a 
substance use disorder (SUD) as 
of 2014,1 and the figures climb even 
higher for youth as they transition 
into adulthood. According to the 
2017 Monitoring the Future survey,2 
reported use of many substances 
reached the lowest levels since 
the survey of 8th, 10th, and 12th 
graders began in 1975. Use of 
marijuana increased overall,  
however, as did overall rates of 
nicotine and marijuana vaping. 

A number of factors influence 
whether children decide to try 
illicit substances, including the 
availability of drugs in their 
communities and whether their 
friends use them.3 The home 
environment is also critical: 
Violence, physical or emotional 
abuse, mental illness or drug use 
in a home all raise the likelihood 
of a youth trying drugs. An 
individual’s genetic makeup, as well 
as mental health conditions such 
as depression or attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder, may also 
increase the risk of drug use.

Recognizing the enormous toll 
of substance abuse, the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human 
Services awarded more than 
$1 billion to combat the opioid 
crisis in September 2018.4 This 
figure includes more than $396 
million from the Health Resources 
and Services Administration 
for community health centers, 
academic institutions and rural 
organizations to increase access to 
integrated SUD and mental health 
services. In all, more than $352 
million will go to 1,232 community 
health centers nationwide through 
Expanding Access to Quality 
Substance Use Disorder and 
Mental Health Services funding 
awards, while $25.5 million will 
be distributed to more than 120 
rural groups to increase access to 
substance abuse prevention and 
treatment services.

As they serve more than 28 
million people, including 8.4 
million children, community health 
centers are well-suited to address 
substance use and abuse issues 
affecting youth, aiming to reach 
them early with prevention efforts. 
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In Ohio, which has been particularly 
hard hit by the opioid epidemic, 
officials at the Rocking Horse 
Community Health Center in 
Springfield are working to help 
children and families who are 
affected by substance use. The 
Federally Qualified Health Center 
serves more than 13,500 children 
and adults. 

Supported by a recent grant from 
CVS Health, Rocking Horse has 
developed the SAFE (Substance 
Abuse and Family Education) 
program. The psychoeducational 
effort focuses on the question: 
“What makes you feel safe?” The 
program highlights the myths and 
facts about addiction; discusses 
how addiction, dependence and 
withdrawal affect the brain and 
body, emphasizing that it is a 
disease; and provides resources 
on how area young people can 
get help for themselves or for their 
family members. SAFE focuses 
in particular on opiates, including 
prescription painkillers and heroin. 

A new program at Rocking 
Horse aims to help children and 
adolescents who lost a loved 
one due to overdose. The eight-
week grief program will educate 
youth about the grieving process 
and help them work through 
their trauma in a supportive peer 
environment. For children who 
have lost parents to substance 
abuse, there is a lot of confusion, 

notes Robert Fitzwater, Rocking 
Horse’s Director of Behavioral 
Health. “The kids are going through 
the stages of grief,” he says. “They 
can’t understand what addiction 
is.” 

“We are going to educate children 
who are unaware of what opioid 
overdoses are doing,” says Rocking 
Horse Chief Medical Officer Yamini 
Teegala, MD.5 “By educating 
families and children who have 
lost loved ones, we hope we are 
increasing awareness and giving 
them a safe place to talk about 
addiction, and providing them 
support as they go through this 
painful process of losing a loved 
one or having a loved one that is 
addicted.”

At Brockton Neighborhood 
Health Center (BNHC) — a 
community health center in 
Massachusetts — providers are 
working to reach youth before they 
develop SUDs. They are conducting 
increased SBIRT (Screening, 
Brief Intervention, and Referral to 
Treatment) procedures in youth 
aged 10 to 26 years, engaging 
in community outreach and 
conducting SUD interventions with 
about two dozen young people. 

Another effort, also supported by a 
CVS Health grant, aims “to engage 
young people in identifying and 
addressing early warning signs of 
substance use and misuse, and 
strengthen community networks 
to effectively engage youth in a 
continuum of care,” according to 
BNHC. The project also focuses 
on improved collaboration and 
communications between the 
partners, protocols for both 
identifying and addressing risky 
substance use in young people, 
and increasing support for youth. 
BNHC has hosted two workshops, 
called Hidden in Plain Sight, at area 
schools to help parents recognize 

the signs of substance use. In 
addition, its youth leadership 
group, United Voices, has been 
trained by the Brockton Area 
Prevention Collaborative to launch 
its own prevention efforts in the 
community. That includes a photo 
voice project, a sticker campaign 
against underage drinking and a 
panel discussion for teenagers. 

These are just a few examples 
of the many steps community 
health centers are taking to 
address substance use and abuse 
among youth. But there are many 
challenges as well. 

“We have found that we are 
fighting a battle not just with 
substance use disorders, but with 
the overall lack of education and 
open discussion about addiction 
and how it affects children and 
adolescents who are exposed,” 
says Rocking Horse spokeswoman 
Kim Gnau. “Our focus is to 
provide support, information and 
a safe place for the youth in our 
community where we can share 
tools for healthy decision-making 
and work to increase motivation for 
healthy self-care.”u
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