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Exploring Substance Use and Need for Naloxone in a School Setting 

 
Goal 

 
To conduct a needs assessment of naloxone in Rhode Island schools, assessing current substance use among 
students and their parents, with a special focus on opioid use, and past experiences with overdose emergencies 
in the school setting.    

Methods 
 

On September 17, 2014, RIDMAT/MRC presented the Naloxone and Overdose Prevention Education (NOPE-
RI) Train the Trainer program for the RI School Nurse Teacher Association.  NOPE-RI worked with the RI 
Certified School Nurse Teacher Association to provide a continuing education unit (CEU) course where the 
curriculum was designed to train school nurses on how to recognize and properly respond to an overdose. The 
train the trainer approach provided education that could assist school nurses in implementing simple, cost-
effective, evidence-based strategies to combat the epidemic of opioid abuse and overdose in their own 
communities and schools.   The main objectives of the presentation were to  
 1. Recognize and choose appropriate actions for suspected overdose. 

2. Describe how overdose prevention and opioid awareness applies to the primary and secondary school 
settings. 
3. Design resources for the school community around the issues of addiction and overdose prevention. 

The course was presented by Erin McDonough, RIDMAT/MRC NOPE Program Coordinator and Diane Kowal, 
RN, NSNT, RIDMAT/MRC NOPE volunteer and consisted of power point presentation and hands on 
demonstration of both intramuscular and intranasal naloxone.   

The school nurse teachers in attendance were asked to fill out an evaluation form and a state-wide 
needs assessment form at the end of the presentation.  The needs assessment form was created by the RI 
Department of Health at the request of the School Nurse Teachers Association to better gauge the perceived 
need for naloxone in a school setting.   The data were collected and compiled by the School Nurse Teacher’s 
Association, subsequently shared with the Department of Health, and further tabulated and analyzed by 
colleagues at Brown Medical School/Rhode Island Hospital.   
  

Key Findings 
School Descriptives 

School type and population. Eighty-one nurses participated in this needs assessment examining 
naloxone in Rhode Island schools. Of the nurses that participated, the majority worked at elementary schools 
(n=34, 43.6%). Of the remaining nurses: 20.5% (n=16) worked in high schools; 9.0% (n=7) worked in middle 
schools; 16.7% (n=13) worked in a combined elementary, middle, and high school; 5.1% (n=4) worked in a 
combined elementary and middle school; 2.6% (n=2) worked in a combined middle school and high school; 
2.6% worked in DCYF alternative education schools (n=2). The schools that the nurses worked in varied widely 
with regard to their student population: the student population, on average, was 474.1 students (SD: 369.94, 
range: 40 – 1675).  
 
Substance Abuse Problems Among Students and Their Families  

Nearly 45% of the nurses indicated that there were students with a substance abuse problem (44.8%, 
n=30) in their school community. The vast majority of nurses (83.8%) who did not believe there to be any 
students with substance abuse problems worked in elementary schools. Notably, 13.5% (n=9) of nurses 
believed that there were at least 30 students with a substance abuse problem in their school. Nurses reported a 
variety of substances that were being abused by students in their school community. Roughly half indicated 
that students were abusing alcohol, marijuana, and tobacco (50.6%, 53.1%, and 49.4%, respectively) and 
approximately one-quarter reported that students were abusing stimulants and over the counter (OTC) 
medications (28.4% and 23.5%, respectively).   

Most nurses reported that students in their school had families with substance abuse problems (83.9%, 
n=47).  Over three-quarters of all nurses believed that the families of students were abusing alcohol (77.8%); 
69.1% of nurses reported that families of students were abusing tobacco; 29.6% indicated that families of 
students were abusing stimulants; 24.7% indicated that families of students were abusing OTC medicine. 
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Opioid Abuse Problems Among Students and Their Families 

Nearly one-fifth of nurses (19.8%, n=16) reported that students in their school were abusing opioids. 
Opioid abuse was also 
identified within the families of 
students: over one-third of all 
nurses (34.6%) indicated that 
the families of their students 
were abusing opioids. 

Of particular interest is 
how pervasive  student abuse of 
opioids was across school type 
(Chart 1): all nurses in 
alternative schools, roughly 
43% of nurses working in high 
schools, 14.3% of nurses 
working in middle schools, and 
5.9% of nurses working in 
elementary schools reported 
opioids being abused by 
students in their school community. No nurses from the combined elementary and middle schools (n=4) 
reported students with opioid abuse problems.  

Over 18% (n=15) of nurses reported having called 911 at least once in the past three years for a 
suspected student substance use or overdose emergency; three of these nurses reported calling 911 between 4 
and 6 times. Four nurses (4.9%) reported having to call 911 once in the past three years due to a suspected 
substance use or overdose emergency involving a student’s family member at a school sponsored event. 
Notably, one nurse reported calling 911 twice during the past three years for suspected substance use or 
overdose emergency involving a school staff member.   
 
Need for Naloxone  
 Sixty-three percent of all nurses reported that there was a need to have naloxone available for PRN use 
in schools. Qualitatively, nurses provided several reasons why they thought naloxone was needed in schools: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Even if you save one student or family member in the state, it would be worth-while”  
– High school nurse 
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Chart 1. Percent of nurses who identified that students 
in their school community were abusing opioids, by 

school type  

“More and more people of all different walks of life, socioeconomic classes are abusing 
prescription drugs. Education is greatly needed for not only students but family members. 
With a greater increase in education and resources (Narcan accessibility) perhaps we can 

have a better arsenal and prevent more deaths.” 
– Combined elementary and middle school nurse 

 

“Just like an epi pen and glucagon, we need to have a dose [of naloxone] in each school” 
– Elementary school nurse 

 

“Our students are experimenting/using many drugs.” 
– High school nurse 

 

“I would say all [school] levels should have it including elementary, as parents or staff 
could be users, or a student could accidentally take their parents medication.” 

– Elementary school nurse 


