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One classroom full of high school students 
dies each week from drug overdose



Overdose and 
poisoning is now 
the 3rd leading 
cause of death in 
children and 
adolescents

Goldstick et al., N Engl J Med 2022



Despite decrease in 
illicit drug use, 
overdose deaths 
continue to rise in 
adolescents

Friedman et al., N Engl J Med 2024



Overdose deaths among adolescents has 
increased 109% from 2019 to 2021

CDC (2023)

90% of deaths involved opioids

40% had documented mental health hx

Two thirds of deaths had a bystander present, but most provided no 
overdose response



Objectives 

• Improving awareness of rise in opioid related overdose deaths 
• Trends in substance use among adolescents
• Screening for substance use
• Treatment options – Buprenorphine is FDA approved for adolescents!
• Tx for AUD, CUD, and nicotine/tobacco use 
• Harm Reduction 
• Resources



The teenager’s brain 🤯

• ↑ risk taking
• ↑ increase novelty/sensation seeking behaviors
• Heavy alcohol consumption 
• Decrements in memory, attention, and speed processing 
• Impaired executive functioning

• Regular cannabis uses: 
• Poor learning performance, cognitive flexibility and working memory



What are the implications?

• Adolescents and young adults are at highest risk of illicit drug use
• 90% of adults with SUD began using ETOH or drugs during 

adolescence
• Earlier initiation of substance use correlates with: 

School related issues, involvement in criminal justice system, and 
neurocognitive and health impairments



Drug use trends in 2023 among adolescents

• Self reported illicit substance 
use continues to hold below 
pre-pandemic levels

• Reported illicit drug use in past 
year per grade: 
• 10.9% of 8th graders
• 19.8% of 10th graders 
• 31.2% of 12th graders 

Miech et. al, Monitoring the Future national survey on drug use (2022 and 2023)



2023 Trends in Substance Use

Alcohol use

• 8th grade: 15.1%
• 10th grade: 30.6%
• 12th grade: 45.7%

Nicotine 
vaping

• 8th grade: 11.4%
• 10th grade: 20.5%
• 12th grade: 27.3%

Cannabis

• 8th grade: 8.3%
• 10th grade: 17.8%
• 12th grade: 29.0%

Delta-8-THC

• 12th grade: 11.4%

Illicit drug use 
except cannabis

• 8th grade: 4.6%
• 10th grade: 5.1%
• 12th grade: 7.4%

“Narcotics” other 
than heroin

• 12th grade: 1.0%



Rise in overdose deaths

NIDA (2023)



Can you tell the difference?



Risk/Protective Factors for SUD



Refer parents to:
• CDC – Adolescent and School 

Health
• NIDA Parents & Educators for 

tips/conversation starters 

CDC



Screening Tools  



Available on coloradosbirt.org



Available on nida.nih.gov/s2bi



+ Screening → Treatment



Opioid use disorder



Buprenorphine ↑ treatment retention

Outpatient detox with buprenorphine 
(≤8 mg) + placebo patch vs. clonidine 
(≤3 mg) patch + placebo tablets

↑retention in buprenorphine (72%) vs 
clonidine (39%)  (p<0.05)

↑ % of negative UDS (64% vs. 32%, 
p=0.01)

Marsch et al., JAMA 2006



Buprenorphine RCTs
Clinical Trial Sample Characteristics Design Interventions and dose Results

Woody et al. 
(2008)

N = 152 treatment-seeking 
adolescents who met 
DSM-IV criteria for opioid 
dependence

Randomized, 
nonblinded 12-week 
trial

14-day outpatient 
detoxification (≤14 mg of 
buprenorphine) vs. 12-week 
buprenorphine/naloxone 
(≤24 mg)

12wk bup/naloxone 
(≤24 mg) with: 
↓ Opioid-positive urine 
tests at week 4 & 8
↓ reported opioid use 
before week 6 
↓ reported injections 
before week 6
↓ cocaine and 
marijuana use

Marsh et al. 
(2016)

N = 53 youth who met 
DSM-IV opioid 
dependence criteria

Randomized, double-
blind, placebo-
controlled, multicenter 
randomized controlled 
trial

28-day or 56-day 
buprenorphine/naloxone 
detoxification and followed 
over a 63-day study period.

56-day buprenorphine 
taper:
↑treatment retention 
by 11 days
↑ % negative UDS (35 
vs. 17%).

Squeglia et al., J Child Adolesc Psychopharm 2019



Buprenorphine Rx Trends

Buprenorphine prescribing has dropped by ~25% in people <19yo from 
2015 to 2019. 

Decrease in buprenorphine Rx during COVID-19 pandemic among 
commercial insurance and cash payers 

Terranella et al.,  Pediatrics 2023
Alinksky et al.,  J Adoles Health 2022



Alcohol use disorder



Naltrexone for AUD

• Small open label pilot study – naltrexone well tolerated in adolescents

• Two clinical trials 
1. Miranda et al.:

 naltrexone ↓ likelihood of drinking and heavy drinking
 Blunted ETOH cravings
 Rx was well tolerated

2. O’Malley et al.: 
 naltrexone did not reduce frequency of drinking nor heavy drinking days
 Did reduce drinking intensity and BAL 



Cannabis use disorder



Psychotherapy = gold standard for CUD

• Individual Psychotherapies:

- Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT): ↓ cannabis use ↓ heavy use ↑ negative UDS 
- Motivation enhancement therapy + CBT: ↓ cannabis use ↑in recovery
- Adding contingency management: ↑ negative UDS ↑ abstinence - however effects are 
not sustained once incentives discontinued

• Family Based Therapies
↑ abstinence/minimal use, ↓ # adolescent meeting criteria for CUD, ↓ heavy use

Adams et al. Child Adolesc Psychiatr Clin N Am 2023 



Pharmacotherapy for CUD  - NAC

Gray et al., Am J Psychiatry 2012



Pharmacotherapy for CUD  - topiramate

Miranda et al., Addic Biol 2017



Nicotine vaping





Tobacco use disorder / Nicotine vaping

Squeglia et al., J Child Adolesc Psychopharm 2019



Mental health RX = MAT

• Major gap in care
Only 4.6% of youth receiving comprehensive dual diagnosis care (care 
for both a substance use disorder and a mental health condition)

• Screening + treatment/referral for GAD, MDD, ADHD



Harm reduction







Harm Reduction Resources 

• Dancesafe.org – testing supplies
• Stoptheclockcolorado.org  - where naloxone is available
• Syringe access programs – list on CDPHE
• Denvergov.org – naloxone and fentanyl test strips for Denver residents 

only



Resources 

STEP Clinic at Denver Health
303-602-4848 
Continuum of care - adolescent detox, 11 school based MAT/therapy, 
outpt clinic/MAT/therapy, in-home family therapy

Safety First Curriculum 
CDC + NIDA
ColoradoSBIRT.org



Key Points

• Opioid overdose is a leading cause of death among adolescents 

• Prescribe buprenorphine in OUD !

• Encourage dialogue with young patients/families about substance use



Questions?


