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Recovery High Schools



Poem recited by Maggie Ratley, 2021







● Are places youth enroll voluntarily
● Promote abstinence for all youth who choose to attend
● Enroll students following different pathways to recovery
● Value student leadership, ownership, and voice
● Are not treatment programs and are not designed to provide primary 

treatment
● Do not usually require prior participation in any form of treatment 
● Do not supplant or replace treatment
● Do not replace mental health treatment or ongoing services
● Some students may not benefit from an RHS, based on where they are 

in the stages of change… Are uniquely situated to refer these youth to 
the services they need

WHAT RECOVERY HIGH SCHOOLS ARE & ARE NOT…



Origins

Freedom Road School
Charleston, SC

1973

PDAP GED School
Houston, TX

1976

Phoenix I, 1979
Silver Spring, MD

Phoenix II, 1983
Gaithersburg, MD



Origins

PEASE Academy 1989-present

Sobriety High 
1987-2013



1971 - PDAP becomes 1st APG
1973 - Charleston school district partners with tx 

    ctr on a school for students with SUDs
1976 - GED school becomes 1st school for youth 
             in recovery not affiliated with tx program
1979 - Phoenix School opens in Silver Spring, MD
2002 - ARS hosts 1st Conference in Washington

Movement Milestones



2022: 45 schools

Avg. Lifespan: 
10 yrs





Hope Academy

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AYCVEJ5rD1M&t=150s

Accredited Recovery High Schools

● Archway Academy (Houston)

● P.E.A.S.E Academy (Minneapolis)

● Insight Program (White Bear Lake, MN)

● William J. Ostiguy High School  (Boston)

● Hope Academy (Indianapolis)

● Mission Academy (Oklahoma City)

● University High School (Austin, TX)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AYCVEJ5rD1M&t=150s
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AYCVEJ5rD1M
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Alternative Peer Groups
Community-based, 
family-centered, professionally 
staffed, positive peer support 
program that offers prosocial 
activities, counseling, and 
case-management for people 
who struggle with substance 
use or self-destructive 
behaviors (Collier)

SOURCE: 
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Alternative-Peer-Group-%3A-A-Model-for-Youth-Recovery-Collier-
Hilliker/74424b9e12f2f00dd9ff941afbfdf866f729417f



Recovery High Schools:
Evidence of Success
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Baseline Characteristics of Participants
 Twelve Month Pruned Sample (n=187)

Demographics  M (SD) or %

Age 16.3 (1.0)

Male 51%

White (Non-Hispanic) 78%

African-American 11%

Hispanic 9%

Alcohol Use Disorder 60%

Other Drug Use Disorder 94%

                         Opioid Use Disorder 15%

Prior treatment for substance use disorder 100% 

Co-Morbid Mental Health Condition (SCID) 92%

Prior MH Treatment 88%

*Pruned of 23 students outside propensity score balanced range



Treatment History 
Twelve Month Pruned Sample (n=187)

SUD Treatment History 

Inpatient/residential 59%

Outpatient 84%

AA/NA 64%

MH Treatment History

Inpatient/residential 38%

Outpatient 80%

Ever psychiatric medication 87%

Days of mental health services in past 90 17



Mental Health Disorders 
(Mini-SCID, percent lifetime)

Meets criteria for: Percent

Major depressive disorder 80

Generalized anxiety disorder 64

Antisocial personality disorder 45

Suicide risk 44

Panic disorder 38

Posttraumatic stress disorder 31

Hypomanic episode 20

Manic episode 17

Obsessive-compulsive disorder 12

Any of the nine MH disorders 92



Compared to students in non-recovery high schools who have 
received substance use treatment, students in recovery high schools:

(a)  have higher graduation rates;

(b)  report significantly lower absenteeism;

(c)   are more likely to abstain from using substances; and

(d)  have significantly fewer days using marijuana and other 
drugs.

SOURCE: Finch, Tanner-Smith, Hennessy, & Moberg (2018) and Weimer et. al (2019)



● A cost-benefit analysis indicated that the high school 

graduation rate for recovery high school (RHS) students is at 

least 20 percentage points higher than the graduation rate for 

similar students who have had SUD treatment but did not 

participate in a RHS for at least 30 days.

● A conservative estimate of the present value of net benefits of 

about $32 thousand

Cost-Benefit

David L. Weimer, D. Paul Moberg, Falon French, Emily E. Tanner-Smith, and Andrew J. Finch.  Net Benefits of 
Recovery High Schools: Higher Cost but Increased Sobriety and Educational Attainment. The Journal of Mental 
Health Policy and Economics  Vol. 22 (No. 3), pp. 109-120 (September, 2019).



● Students who attended RHSs reported significantly less overall 

absenteeism.  RHS attendance was thus associated with over 

one-half a standard deviation improvement in absenteeism—an 

effect equivalent to 5 fewer absences from school over the past 90 

days.

● Students who attended RHSs had significantly lower odds of 

dropping out of high school compared to students attending 

non-RHSs.  The predicted probability of high school dropout was 

10% for RHS students and 27% for non-RHS students.

Attendance and Completion



Mental Health Findings
Both groups significantly improved in mental health over 
time but there was not a significant difference between 
RHS and non-RHS students in mental health improvement.

Tanner-Smith, E., Finch, A.J., Hennessy, E.A., & Moberg, D.P. (2018). Effects of recovery high 
school attendance on students’ mental health symptoms. International Journal of Mental 
Health & Addiction, 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-017-9863-7

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-017-9863-7


Mental Health Outcomes at Six Months
 (adjusted for propensity scores and baseline values)



Cumulative Observations
What have we learned based on our Program of 
Research?   

•RHSs are important option in continuum of recovery 
support, in particular serve students with

•Co-occurring disorders
•Severe substance use disorders
•High need for services and support
•Deserving of multi-system braided funding!



Cumulative Observations (2)
•Most programs studied appear to be successful in supporting 
young people in recovery, and providing (at least transitional) 
academic services

•Substance use outcomes are very positive based on rigorous 
quasi-experimental analysis using propensity scoring to equate 
groups. 

•Academic outcomes show promise but effects are small

•Mental Health Outcomes show similar reductions in 
symptomatology in RHS and comparison group 



Cumulative Observations (3)
•Adding more counselors with mental health certification may 
help better address the co-occurring disorders faced by the 
majority of RHS students. 

•RHSs should consider providing more needed family supports by 
providing linkages to evidence based family services, either in 
the school or in the community. 

•Should consider structural changes that might reduce racial and 
socioeconomic status disparities both in RHSs and in the general 
treatment and continuing care field.



The Heaviness of Now

● COVID Impact:

○ Diminished enrollments

○ Mental health and substance misuse crisis

○ Recessions led to cuts in local funding for small, speciality 

programs (2008 to 2013 example)



?



“This school saved my life”

“Whether stated figuratively or 
literally, multiple students in multiple 
sites expressed the life-sustaining 
nature of these programs. After 
extensive study and consideration, we 
believe that without these programs, 
dozens of our state’s young people 
would be substantially worse off both 
in terms of their academic and their 
recovery progress.”

- From An Evaluation of Massachusetts Recovery 
High School Programs (Mazur & Brody, 2020)


