Students, faculty battle substance abuse
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It was fall 2014 when Gary Allen, a UNC
senior, realized he had a problem with alcohol.
A trip he took quickly turned sour when he
was arrested and charged with disorderly
conduct.

“You're always the last person to know you
have a problem,” he said, laughing a little.

Allen said he started drinking in high school
but didn’t start using marijuana until he got to
UNC as a first-year.

The second time he was arrested, his
substance abuse cost him his freedom. He
was arrested off campus in 2014 and got

probation, community service and jail time.

Photo by Claire Collins / The Daily Tar Heel He said he had to spend 15 days in jail, but
he didn’t have to serve the time
consecutively.

Allen spent his Spring Break and Winter Break, including Christmas and New Year's, behind bars.

After the second arrest, he joined the Carolina Recovery Program, an organization hosted through
UNC Student Wellness that helps students dealing with substance abuse. Dean Blackburn, director
of Student Wellness, personally reached out to Allen.

And it wasn’t long after Allen realized he had a problem that he decided to move into an apartment
by himself and join the recovery program.

He joined in fall 2014, but he said he wasn’t completely sober until Dec. 15, 2014.
College recovery

Around 50 students at UNC, both undergraduate and graduate students, are in the recovery
program. But Blackburn says statistically at a university of UNC’s size, it’s likely that about 400
students struggle with substance abuse, but Student Wellness only knows of the 50 enrolled.

The University is one of six schools receiving a pilot grant from the state to fund recovery
programs. The grant, worth $125,000 per year for three years, has helped the program expand and
hire staff.

Frank Allison, coordinator of the Carolina Recovery Program, said this is the last year for the pilot
grant, but there are other streams of revenue for the program, including grants from other


http://www.dailytarheel.com/multimedia/32896
http://www.dailytarheel.com/staff/claire-collins
http://www.dailytarheel.com/staff/cain-twyman

organizations and UNC offices. UNC’s program is also a member of the Association of Recovery in
Higher Education.

In the program, Blackburn meets with each of the students and sets them up with the resources

they need to finish their degrees. And both Blackburn and Allison talk with students about best
practices for staying sober on a college campus.

On campus, alcohol and drug addictions are seen as medical conditions, meaning if students are
struggling, they can take medical leave and work with the University to take steps to battle their
addictions and seek off-campus help — if they want. When a student chooses that option, the

Student Wellness office communicates with the student’s family and medical provider while they
are away from the University.

Whether they’re students who want to stay enrolled or students returning to campus after
withdrawing, the Carolina Recovery Program aims to make campus life more manageable.

“We try to work together to make sure the student is getting the help they need,” he said.

Allison has been coordinator for almost a year now. He is also in long-term recovery, making this
program near to his heart.

UNC'’s program provides peer-to-peer support; they don’t have a clear 12-step program like
Alcoholics Anonymous or Narcotics Anonymous.

Allison said the on-campus program includes academic counseling, alcohol-free social events and
etiquette dinner tips that include how to turn down a drink.

“This is stuff students not in recovery don’t have to know,” he said. “| don’t ever want a student to
have to choose between recovery and their education.”

Allison hopes the program will continue to expand and that people come forward.
“‘Recovery is real,” he said. “People recover, and it happens on our campus every day.”
Student life

Allen said navigating life on campus is hard.

“I haven’t gotten past the feeling that I'm missing out,” he said.

He knows not everyone on campus drinks, but he said sometimes it feels that way.

“You feel excluded when you think about it,” he said.

Allen said he still has down days, and he’s trying to get better at communicating his feelings.

During his down days, he said the hardest part is learning different ways to cope instead of turning
to drugs to deal with stress.



Allison said the program helps students cope and maintain a normal life, without alcohol or other
substances.

“(For) most programs, we do provide recovery protection because we are providing opportunities
for students to enjoy life in recovery,” he said.

Allen said after he joined the program, he noticed an almost immediate change in his academic
life. He would always cram the night before tests and work hard to hold the information. Now, it is
easier for him to study, and his grades have improved.

Looking to the future
Blackburn and Allison have big goals for the program.

Allison hopes to have a permanent drop-in location on campus soon, similar to how Counseling
and Psychological Services or the Carolina Women’s Center’s drop-in hours work.

Blackburn hopes to have a residence hall for students living in recovery on campus. He said the
Balance Residential Learning Program in Joyner Hall is the closest thing at the moment, focusing
on healthy living for all students.

Allen said being the vice president of the Carolina Recovery Group, a student-led group under the
program, has taught him valuable skills he can take when he leaves the University, such as
teamwork and communication.

He also said the recovery program gave him the tools to manage and maintain his recovery
outside of school.

“| feel much more prepared for the future than | did, looking back.”
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