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	 Over the last decade, our country has rapidly slipped 
into an unprecedented epidemic. Opioid related overdose 
deaths have more than quadrupled, leading President Don-
ald Trump on October 26, 2017, to declare the opioid ep-
idemic a national public health emergency. This national 
public health emergency has taken its toll in Tennessee. In 
2016 alone, 1,186 Tennesseans died from opioid overdos-
es, an average of more than three deaths a day.1
	 While there are many factors contributing to this alarm-
ing increase in use of and deaths from opioids, at least part 
of the problem lies in the over-prescribing of opioids by 
healthcare providers to manage pain. In 2013, healthcare 
providers wrote nearly a quarter of a billion opioid prescrip-
tions—enough for every American adult to have their own 
bottle of pills.2 Among all states, Tennessee ranks third in 
opioid prescribing rates, trailing only Alabama and Arkan-
sas.3 As the epidemic continues to devastate Tennessee 
communities, one of the places feeling this impact is our 
school systems, both in the devastating toll it has taken on 
families and in the use of opioid drugs by students them-
selves.
	 Drug overdoses are now the leading cause of death 
among Americans under the age of 50,4 with shocking head-
lines of parents overdosing while children are present.5 Ten-
nessee has seen a 50% increase in the number of parents 
permanently losing parental rights and “the state’s opioid 
addiction epidemic is the key driver” in this increase.6 Often 
school counselors are the first contact for these children, 
but the treatment necessary for such children often extend 

beyond what counselors and the school systems are able to 
provide.
	 In 2016, Tennessee adopted the Prescription Safety 
Act, which enhanced the Controlled Substance Monitoring 
Database Program (CSMD).7 The CSMD tracks the dispens-
ing of opioids to patients, and healthcare practitioners are 
required to check the database prior to issuing a prescrip-
tion for opioids. In March of 2017, TCA. § 49-6-303 was 
amended to permit school counselors to refer students to 
a counselor or therapist outside of the school for mental 
health assessments or services. This change gives counsel-
ors another tool to meet the needs of these children; how-
ever, the costs for the referred services fall on the child’s 
family, which may not have the resources or capability to 
follow through (especially if the family is uninsured or under-
insured).
	 In addition to the effects on children of family opioid 
abuse, actual opioid use has increased among school-aged 
children. A 2017 survey of Knox County schools indicated 
that one in eight students had misused pain medication and 
23% reported they had been offered, sold, or given an il-
licit substance on school property.8 Metro Nashville Public 
Schools (MNPS) have noticed similar trends. Dr. Tony Ma-
jors, the MNPS Executive Officer for Students Services, has 
stated, “the school system is seeing more opioid use in line 
with the national opioid epidemic.”9 According to the Ten-
nessee Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse 
Services, 33,325 students used opioids non-medically in 
2016.10
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	 One approach to addressing the 
tragic overdose numbers is providing 
greater access to opioid antagonists, 
such as Narcan (or other drugs that 
immediately reverse the physiological 
effects of an overdose). The need for 
broader access to these lifesaving 
drugs has now reached our school 
systems. In 2017, Tennessee became 
one of six states allowing schools to 
have the drug on site and to admin-
ister it to students they suspect are 
suffering from an opioid overdose.11 
Despite overwhelming support for this 
initiative, only a handful of schools 
have started carrying the drug (par-
tially due to the drug’s steep $140 
price tag and partially due to its limited 
18-month shelf life—a sad trade-off of 
economics over the lives saved by the 
drugs).12 MNPS, however, are among 
those that have made the drug avail-
able to school nurses.
	 In addition to treating overdoses, 
equally important is educating stu-
dents about the risks of addiction and 
treating those students at risk for or 
suffering from substance abuse dis-
order. A national longitudinal study 
of high school students found that 
“opioid use before high school gradu-
ation was shown to be independently 
associated with a 33% increase in the 
risk of future opioid misuse after high 
school.”13 In January of this year, Gov. 
Bill Haslam unveiled an extensive 
plan to further combat the opioid ep-
idemic in Tennessee, which includes 
increases to prevention education for 
elementary and secondary schools 
through revisions to the state’s health 
education academic standards. 
	 Governor Haslam also supported 
and signed into law bills placing great-
er limitations on the prescribing of 

opioids, creating a pilot juvenile drug 
court system, and establishing recov-
ery high schools to serve teens strug-
gling with substance abuse (based 
upon studies indicating that recovery 
high schools have significant effects 
on students maintaining sobriety and 
curb school absenteeism).14 Howev-
er, since 2014, Ridgecrest Acade-
my in Nashville has operated as the 
state’s only recovery high school.15 
But, Ridgecrest has struggled due to 
the high costs of operating such pro-
grams.
	 New laws, codified at TCA § 49-
6-4, allow local boards of education to 
establish the recovery high schools, 
which would receive state and local 
funding for operation per student just 
as any other public school. Whether 
this new funding—which is less than 
$9,000 per student—will spur local 
education boards to create recovery 
high schools has yet to be seen. The 
estimated cost to establish a recovery 
high school is more than $100,000, or 
if a new building is constructed, more 
than $1.3 million.16

	 As we wait on more educational 
centers with these expanded capabili-
ties, schools continue to come up with 
other options for students struggling 
from substance abuse. For example, 
the MNPS “First Time Offenders” 
program allows students who violat-
ed school drug policies to avoid ex-
pulsion if they attend drug education 
classes (with their parent or guardian) 
and undergo subsequent drug testing 
to ensure they are maintaining sobri-
ety.17 

	 While we struggle to find solu-
tions to the underlying problems and 
conditions that result in and foster opi-
oid abuse, we continue to put support 

systems in place to ameliorate the in-
evitable lethal results of this epidemic 
(specifically in our school systems). 
Some suggest that we are treating the 
symptoms, rather than the causes, of 
this epidemic with such support sys-
tems. But, a core tenant of medical tri-
age is “keeping the patient alive” (long 
enough to cure him/her)—and that is 
where we find ourselves with this ep-
idemic, triage. There are no quick (or 
cheap) fixes, and more changes to our 
laws and support systems are needed 
if we are to adequately protect those 
who are least able to protect them-
selves—the children in our Tennessee 
school system. n
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RESERVE OUR FACILITIES

Did you know? The Nashville Bar 
Association offers its conference 
rooms to be used for arbitrations, 
mediations, meetings, depositions, 
and other events for attorneys who 
need a convenient place to meet in 
downtown Nashville.

We have a spacious Conference 
Center and a smaller Board Room—
both of which have Wi-Fi access, a 
computer, and phone—available for 
your use.

For more information, contact 
Vicki.Shoulders@nashvi l lebar.
org or visit NashvilleBar.org/
ReserveOurFacilities.


