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HEALTH & WELLNESS

Parents Try to Keep Kids Safe From Fentanyl With
Warnings, Pleas and Naloxone Training
Parents are increasingly alarmed about the dangers of fentanyl as overdose
deaths rise

By Betsy Morris Follow  | Photographs by Preston Gannaway for The Wall Street Journal
May 29, 2022 9�00 am ET

Velvet Snow didn’t know much about fentanyl until a student at her daughter’s high school in
Belmont, Calif., died last year after using a drug laced with the synthetic opioid. Then this
spring, the 18-year-old daughter of one of her closest friends died of fentanyl-related toxicity.

“Now I’m terrified,” says Ms. Snow, an event planner and mother of two daughters who lives
in San Carlos, Calif. “You think this can’t happen to you but it can.” 

Parents are increasingly alarmed about the dangers of fentanyl as overdose deaths rise.  Two-
thirds of last year’s record number of drug-overdose deaths were linked to synthetic opioids,
a category largely made up of fentanyl, according to recently released preliminary data from
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Overdose deaths linked to synthetic opioids
rose 23% from the prior year.

The drug can be ordered easily on social media, delivered to your house like a pizza and not
only mixed with heroin and cocaine but also pressed into counterfeit copies of Percocet,
Adderall and Xanax, prescription pills that many young people are familiar with. 

Parents are pressing their schools, doctors, coaches and dance instructors to help warn and
educate kids about the danger. They’re working to form peer-to-peer student programs that
would train volunteers to inform, counsel and possibly administer Naloxone, the medicine
that can reverse an opioid overdose. And they are having difficult conversations about
fentanyl’s dangers with their children. 
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“You can’t just tell a kid, ‘Don’t do drugs.’ We’ve been doing that forever and it hasn’t
worked,” says Ms. Snow. She has sought advice from a child therapist and recently attended
an evening of presentations given by counselors and parents who have lost a child to fentanyl.

She tells her daughters, ages 12 and 14: Don’t borrow or share prescription medications with
anyone. You can’t assume that a pill someone gives you came from a pharmacy. It could be
made of fentanyl even if it looks exactly like a pill you take, she tells them.

She has formed a pact with a group of friends. They’ve agreed that each will pick up any one of
their kids at any time, no questions asked, if the child doesn’t want to call their parents.  
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Some parents have dramatically changed how they talk to their kids about all drugs, because
of the possibility they could contain fentanyl.  

In the past, Surrina Plemons, an interior designer who also lives in San Carlos, Calif., says she
told her two kids, “Hey, I know you’re a teen and you’re likely to experiment. Don’t snort
anything. Don’t shoot anything. Stick to the mellow stuff.”  She wanted any experimentation
to happen at home.

Because fentanyl is so dangerous and so well-camouflaged in other drugs, she has changed her
message. She now tells her two teenagers: “I can’t tell you how much I need you to be safe.”
Her role now, she says, is to give them information and the truth.

Carolyn Tucker, a licensed counselor based in Atlanta, says many teens she works with aren’t
aware of the dangers of fentanyl. “Ask and they roll their eyes and pooh-pooh it,” she says. “If
overdose is even on their radar, they think it happens somewhere else, like at music festivals.” 

Parents typically don’t know where their children are likely to encounter the synthetic opioid
or how easy it is to get, she says.

She recommends that parents get facts, like local overdose death rates, so they can talk to
their kids about fentanyl without sensationalizing it. Find a document that details the
dangers. “Have something to put in their hand,” she says. Start the conversation by asking the
question: What do you know about fentanyl?

Velvet Snow encouraged her two daughters to sign contracts with promises designed to prevent drug overdose.
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When Martina Chaconas last year asked that question of her then-14-year-old son, he pulled
up a menu on social media through which users arrange drug sales by using emojis. 

“I was horrified,” says Ms. Chaconas, a Los Angeles-based creative director. “He told me you
can order any of that…and they will come deliver it.” 

The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration has published a chart depicting the types of
emojis commonly used in online drug deals, including symbols of fake Percocet, Adderall and
Xanax commonly laced with fentanyl.    

Ms. Chaconas is working to start a program in some of the local schools that would train high-
school students to educate their peers about fentanyl. 

Her son has shown no interest in doing drugs, Ms. Chaconas says, but “we ask him about it all
the time. I tell him I will trust you until you give me a reason not to.”

Write to Betsy Morris at betsy.morris@wsj.com


