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ABSTRACT
As opioid overdose deaths in the United States continue to climb, medical students must be prepared to prevent
and treat opioid use disorder and opioid overdose. The administration of naloxone is an evidence-based way to
reverse overdoses and save lives. At our medical school, a coalition of medical students, emergency medicine
educators, and administrators worked together to permanently integrate naloxone rescue training into the Basic
Life Support (BLS) curriculum required of all first-year medical students. This article outlines an argument for the
integration of naloxone rescue into BLS training and an introduction to emergency medical care for medical
students. The authors then describe the steps that students took to transform this program from an original pilot
to a formally integrated curriculum offered to all first-year medical students. The article highlights the role of
medical student advocacy in curriculum design and its potential to align medical training with community health
needs, such as the ongoing opioid epidemic.

Opioid overdose deaths in the United States con-
tinue to climb.1 In Massachusetts, opioid over-

doses kill more than five people daily.2 Timely and
adequate administration of naloxone reverses an opi-
oid overdose, ending a potentially fatal respiratory
depression with no adverse effects beyond precipitated
withdrawal. The distribution of naloxone at a commu-
nity level is an evidence-based way to save lives,3 and
naloxone rescue is becoming a standard competency
for emergency medical service personnel4 and law
enforcement officers in the United States.5

Early in medical school, students undergo Basic Life
Support (BLS) training, which includes instruction on
cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) and use of a
defibrillator for cardiac arrest. Arguably easier to learn
and practice than CPR, naloxone rescue should be
part of this basic, universally taught package of lifesav-
ing skills. However, although the New York University

School of Medicine integrated naloxone rescue into
BLS training for medical students in 2014,6 this inno-
vation has not been broadly adopted elsewhere. A
qualitative study examining barriers to medical student
attitudes toward naloxone rescue identified lack of
knowledge and stigma of naloxone as barriers to
naloxone prescription.7 Incorporating naloxone into
BLS training may help address some of these concerns
and fits within broader national calls for improved
substance use disorder (SUD) education.8 Overall,
SUD undergraduate medical education can shift stu-
dent knowledge and attitudes,9,10 and the single study
examining naloxone rescue in BLS for medical stu-
dents showed that it developed knowledge of overdose
response.6

In light of this evidence base and the national opi-
oid crisis, a coalition of our institution’s (Harvard
Medical School [HMS]) students, educators, and
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administrators worked together to permanently inte-
grate naloxone rescue training into the BLS curricu-
lum required of all medical students. Below, we
describe the rationale and objectives for incorporating
naloxone training into BLS and the journey of student
advocacy that enabled this training at our medical
school.

RATIONALE AND OBJECTIVES FOR
NALOXONE RESCUE INCLUSION IN BLS
TRAINING

Cardiac arrest typically results from underlying chronic
cardiac disease. It is a life-threatening medical emer-
gency to which medical providers are trained to
respond. Like coronary artery disease (CAD), addic-
tion is a chronic disease with acute, life-threatening
exacerbations: overdoses. Whereas CAD yields
changes in coronary vasculature predisposing to car-
diac arrest, addiction is mediated by changes in the
brain. These changes are characterized by increased
responsiveness of the subcortical drive, reward, and
memory pathways to the drug and associated places,
people, or objects (“triggers”).11 For many drugs, such
as opioids, use leads to an increase in tolerance and
decrease in reward over time, resulting in escalation in
the quantity used, predisposing patients to life-threa-
tening overdose.12 Like other chronic diseases, SUD
arises from a complex interaction of genetic predisposi-
tion, environment, and behavior. Drawing a parallel
between cardiac arrest and opioid overdose begins to
mainstream the medical management of SUD and
reduce the stigma and perceived futility that often
accompany SUD care.
Accordingly, integrating naloxone training into BLS

has three objectives. First, it raises awareness about
the frequency and mortality of overdose and empowers
students to respond to opioid-related emergencies
alongside other emergencies, which may help reduce
SUD stigma. Second, it ensures that all medical stu-
dents know how to administer naloxone to patients in
the hospital or community, a lifesaving skill on par
with CPR. This skill may be particularly valuable as
over 35 states currently have either naloxone available
without a prescription or a standing order allowing
pharmacists to dispense naloxone without a prescrip-
tion.13 Medical students may be in a situation to
administer naloxone outside the hospital, as they live
and work in the broad range of communities at risk
for overdose.14 Third, it introduces the idea that

students can talk with high-risk patients about obtain-
ing and using naloxone for themselves or their friends
or family.

FROM PILOT TO PERENNIAL:
INTEGRATING NALOXONE TRAINING AS A
PERMANENT PART OF BLS

In 2016, a group of students at HMS convened to
advocate for the integration of naloxone training into
our school’s BLS curriculum. We approached the
HMS office that arranges BLS education with a pro-
posal to implement an initial, optional training our-
selves as a pilot. Our partners in the administration
were receptive to the idea and invested in 10 naloxone
practice kits for the training. Relative to the overall
cost of BLS training, reusable practice naloxone rescue
kits are low cost (about $20 per kit).
We designed a 5-minute curriculum (Table 1) and

invited internal medicine residents from a nearby hos-
pital to join us on the day of the trainings to supervise
and provide feedback on clinical relevance and teach-
ing strategies. We centered this curriculum around the
American Heart Association’s (AHA’s) “Opioid-asso-
ciated life-threatening emergency (adult) algorithm,”
which the AHA has made available as an optional
part of BLS training for first-responders.15 We then
recruited student trainers, practiced teaching the cur-
riculum, and bought cookies to incentivize participa-
tion. As third-year medical students emerged from
their required BLS session, we asked them to join an
optional naloxone training. To our surprise, 98% of
the nearly 200 students invited to participate in our
completely optional training chose to do so. We did

Table 1
Components of the Five-minute Naloxone Training Within Basic Life
Support

Epidemiology of the opioid crisis in Massachusetts: mortality and
risk factors

Pharmacology of naloxone: rapidly binding competitive opioid
antagonist

Recognizing signs of an opioid overdose

Steps taken prior to naloxone administration

Naloxone administration demonstration and practice

Counseling patients on naloxone: patients who should be
receiving naloxone (for instance, patients on large doses of
prescription opioids or on opioids and benzodiazepines
concurrently) and how to introduce naloxone to patients and
their friends or family

After the session, students were provided a one-page handout
with this information in writing.
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not measure other outcomes, but the high rate of vol-
untary participation suggests that our training satisfied
an unmet need in the medical curriculum.
While we appreciated the opportunity to pilot the

trainings, we realized that student-led optional train-
ings would not be sustainable. Emphasizing the low
cost in terms of time and money, the medical students
who led the naloxone trainings successfully petitioned
an existing faculty working group to include BLS-inte-
grated naloxone training in their proposal for our
school’s new SUD curriculum. The public and media
attention on the opioid epidemic and governor’s
recent mandate to improve opioid education in medi-
cal schools likely contributed to the administration’s
enthusiasm.16 With the support of school leadership,
the BLS trainers (typically emergency medicine faculty
and staff) have permanently incorporated naloxone res-
cue training into their standard BLS session for all
first-year medical students. (Between the pilot and the
permanent integration, the medical school shifted the
first BLS training from the beginning of third year to
the beginning of first year, as part of broader curricu-
lar reforms.) While the pilot was conducted with
third-year students, it is equally appropriate for first-
year students, as naloxone rescue can be conducted by
lay people and first-responders.
In this way, our institution is taking an active

response to the opioid epidemic that we witness daily
in our hospitals and communities. Future studies are
necessary to monitor the implementation and sustain-
ability of this curriculum and to assess its effect on stu-
dent attitudes and clinical knowledge. However, we
hope that this brief, inexpensive, and accessible train-
ing can be replicated at other health professions
schools, helping naloxone rescue become a standard
part of BLS training and as ubiquitous as community
defibrillators for cardiac arrests.

THE ROLE OF STUDENT ADVOCACY

What is noteworthy about this effort—and what we
also hope will be replicated elsewhere—is the strong
leadership and advocacy demonstrated by medical stu-
dents. Like much of clinical medicine, advocacy can
be taught, but it is better learned through practice.
Advocacy may be particularly relevant in emergency
medicine teaching, as many of the most vulnerable
patients with unmet health care needs receive their
care through emergency departments. Medical educa-
tors can take steps to promote student advocacy

through offering advocacy training courses; considering
advocacy experience and successes in faculty hiring;
providing students with advocacy role models; includ-
ing students on committees responsible for curriculum
design, strategic direction, and faculty hiring; and help-
ing students feel empowered to voice their concerns.
Our experience with BLS training reform also has a
number of specific lessons for future student advocates
in this area, such as the importance of working in
coalitions, conducting a pilot prior to asking for full
administration support, and initiating advocacy during
a time of SUD curricular reform, when change is
easier and faculty may be looking for student input.
By fostering student advocacy, medical schools will
help prepare a future generation of astute clinicians
who can effectively utilize their knowledge and skills to
not only deliver individual patient care but also advo-
cate for broader change on behalf of their patients
and communities.

The authors thank Michelle Cohn and colleagues at Harvard
Medical School, the Student Leadership Committee at the Har-
vard Medical School Center for Primary Care, and the Student
Coalition on Addiction.
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