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Get ‘actively’
involved

he region’s school districts successfully completed
another school year and, with that, an opportunity to
take a deep breath before we gear up for the 2016-17
academic year. But before we turn our thoughts to next year,
we need to celebrate the efforts of staff members who have
placed an emphasis on wellness. These individuals committed time and energy to plan programs and encourage others.
In addition to the feature story emphasizing the importance
of a comfortable sleep environment, this issue of Community
Health also features local initiatives happening both in our
classrooms and throughout the community.
In this issue you will find out how an Apollo-Ridge School
District teacher uses aromatherapy at home and in her classroom to find balance, promote health and enhance learning.
You will hear from teachers at Marion Center ASD who
walk the halls for exercise when they are not supervising or
teaching. You will also read about how teachers and students
at Apollo-Ridge SD are turning to swimming and water aerobics for a great exercise that is easy on the joints.
You’ll see how schools and communities are working
together to promote and enhance wellness.
The residents in Apollo have constructed a 10-station exercise trail at Apollo-Ridge SD. And in response to the epidemic
of opioid and heroin addiction, the Apollo community has
formed the Residents Against Illicit Drugs (RAID) program,
to develop strategies to fight addiction.
Though planning is paramount for all of these programs to
be successful, active participation from students and residents
is what truly makes the each organizer’s efforts successful. I
encourage you to continue, or begin, to participate in these or
other programs.
I hope that as you read this issue of Community Health, you
get inspired to take up and continue activities that promote
a healthy lifestyle. I plan to do the same, starting with walking more on the golf course instead of riding in the golf cart.
May you have a fun and healthy summer.
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Your community

Homer-Center+Apollo-Ridge

Making a Splash

School employees take to the water and reap the physical and mental benefits
By Kathleen Ganster

Summer is here, and the pools are open. Whether you’re a natural-born swimmer and jump in the water every chance
you get, or you just take a dip a few times each summer, you’ve experienced the benefits of swimming.
In addition to just being just plain fun, swimming is also great for relaxing and making new friends. And, it’s a fantastic and
unique way to exercise. According to Bucknell University, physical benefits of swimming include improved flexibility and strength,
a stronger heart and increased circulation. It can also help you lose weight.
Two school employees have fallen in love with the water, and discovered all that swimming has to offer.

Teacher Becomes
the Student
Lauri Shoup, a fourth-grade teacher at
Homer-Center School District, swims
almost every day, all thanks to a little
inspiration from a former student.
Over the years, Shoup watched her
students swim during their lessons at the
YMCA, and they often asked her why she
wasn’t in the pool with them.
“I told them that it was important
for me to be outside of the pool in case I
need to help them, but inside of my head,
I was thinking, ‘I don’t know if I can
swim with you,’” she says.
While Shoup played in the water with
her own kids and often swam in her sister’s pool, she was unsure about really
diving in.
Then in 2010, Kimber Randolph—one
of Shoup’s students who was on a swim
team—posed a challenge to Shoup.
“She said, ‘Why don’t you come to the
Y with me and try it?’” Shoup says.
Her offer got Shoup thinking, and at
age 48, she signed up for swimming lessons at the YMCA.
“There were lots of other older adult
swimmers—even some other teachers—
so I fit right in,” she says.
After the first six-week class, Shoup
still didn’t feel like a “real” swimmer, so
she signed up for a second class, then a
third. Finally, she got to where she had
wanted to be all along. “I could do it, I
felt like a real swimmer,” she says.
But that didn’t stop Shoup from signing up for a fourth round of classes.
In between swim sessions, Shoup
went to the YMCA before school to
6 SUMME R 201 6
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Homer-Center SD’s Lauri Shoup took up swimming lessons at the age of 48 to improve her swim skills.
She now swims two to five days a week for one hour each session.

When I swim in the mornings,
I organize my day, and when I swim
at night, I pray and meditate.
Lauri Shoup
fourth-grade teacher

practice the skills and techniques she
had just learned.
“The lifeguard would critique my
work and really helped me learn my arm
movements, my breathing, whatever we
were working on at the time,” she says.

Shoup now swims two to five days a
week for an hour, getting in 45 to 55 laps
per session. In the summer, she takes
advantage of the school break and swims
even more. Shoup also walks—a lot. She
calls herself a “Fitbit idiot,” getting at

It is a real
energizer
and a great
release. I
think it
really helps my outlook
on life.
Jo Isaacson

Watery Workout

Swimming with Skills
Quarterly swimming outings have become a
favorite part of the life skills classes at ApolloRidge Middle and High Schools. As part of the
curriculum, students are taught everyday skills
to help them function in the community, says
teacher Brandi Muffie.
“One of those areas is to have them engage
in appropriate recreational exercise so they
can learn skills and live a healthy lifestyle,” she
says. “Swimming is an activity that they really
enjoy and is good for them.”
Muffie takes her students, who are anywhere from 12 to 21 years old, to the YMCA in
Indiana County four times a year for swimming
sessions. Physical education teacher Jeffrey
Smail joins in, working with the male students.
Since the program is free through the YMCA,
the only costs to the school include transportation and a substitute teacher for Smail.
The swimming sessions help the students
beyond physical fitness, Muffie says. They work
on their fine and gross motor skills, plus they
work on socialization.
“It is a relaxed environment and we have
fun just watching them interact,” she says.
“For those who may be new to swimming,
it may be scary, but this takes a scary situation
and makes it fun. They can transfer those skills
to other new and maybe scarier situations.”

least 12,000 steps every day.
All the swimming coupled with
the walking has made Shoup much
healthier, not just physically, but mentally as well.
“(Swimming) helps me cognitively.
I can think clearer. When I swim in
the mornings, I organize my day, and
when
I swim at night, I pray and meditate,”
she says.
Shoup says while she hasn’t noticed
any weight loss, she hasn’t gained any

As part of the life
skills class, teacher
Brandie Muffie
above takes students to the YMCA
top for swimming
lessons.

weight over the years and friends
comment that she looks slimmer.
“I’m positive that I’m stronger in
general and it has really helped my
lower back pain,” she says.

Jo Isaacson takes to the water at the
YMCA several times a week, and has
since August 2012. Isaacson, who works
in accounts payable at Apollo-Ridge
School District, takes water aerobics
classes two times a week.
She discovered the classes while
searching for something that would keep
her active while also not being too hard
on her body. And whatever it was, she
also knew it had to be close enough to
work and home, for convenience.
“I have very bad knees so I needed
something low impact,” she says. “The
water aerobics classes fit the bill.”
Isaacson says she quickly fell in love
with the class and her classmates
“I love the people. We have one lady
who is 85 and she just inspires everyone,”
Isaacson says.
Each water aerobics class provides
a great cardio workout. Plus, it’s a good
time for everyone who goes.
“It’s fun. When something is fun, it’s a
lot easier to go,” she says.
Isaacson supplements her swimming
routine with other exercise and has just
started a lunch workout group with some
of her co-workers. The four colleagues
get together during lunchtime to rotate
between walking and other exercises.
“We asked one of our gym teachers for
some routines with pointers and tips, and
we rotate through them,” Isaacson says.
Isaacson says while she doesn’t have
any “real (physical) proof” that she is
stronger, the water aerobics has gotten
easier, so it’s doing its job. She also enjoys
the mental benefits of the exercise.
“It is a real energizer and a great
release. I think it really helps my outlook
on life,” she says.
C o m m u n i t y H e a lt h
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Apollo-Ridge SD

Aromatic
Discoveries
Teacher finds benefits in aromatherapy
and brings it to the classroom

Students Tyler Bartell and
Ava Remaley clockwise from
left add oil to the classroom
diffuser, “Bill.” Carrie Alwine
appllies an essential oil
blend to her wrist. Julianne
Olsen, Alwine’s friend, rubs
essential oil on her foot.

By Kathleen Ganster

On any given day, Carrie Alwine’s classroom may smell
like lavender, oranges, peppermint or a combination of other
natural scents. Alwine, a third-grade teacher at Apollo-Ridge
Elementary School, uses essential oils to scent her classroom.
She uses a diffuser to disperse the scented oils throughout
her classroom. The students enjoy the aromas, and have even
named the dispenser “Bill.”
“They love it,” Alwine says. “They fight over who is going to
fill the diffuser and who is going to pick the scent.”
Becoming a Believer
Alwine became interested in using essential oils in summer
2015. After attending a few essential oil parties and talking to
her friend Julianne Olsen, Alwine was intrigued. But it wasn’t
until she saw lavender oil in action with her 8-year-old son,
Kallen, that she become convinced.
“He had a bad headache and was actually throwing up.
When I rubbed lavender on his temples and his feet, it went
away,” Alwine says.
8 SUMME R 201 6
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From there, Alwine began purchasing a variety of oils and
getting advice from Olsen, whose husband is a chiropractor and
often practices homeopathic remedies. The Olsens have been
using essential oils since 2004.
Familial Scents
In addition to using the oils on Kallen’s headaches, Alwine says
her other son, Brayden, and her husband, Matt, ask for them to
help with various ailments and to increase their immunity.
“Brayden has a diffuser and will put in eucalyptus oil when
he has a cold, or use lavender oil to relax. And my husband travels all of the time, so he uses an immune booster,” she
says.
Like with Alwine’s family, Olsen says her five sons,
all between the ages of 2 and 10, also turn to oils to
help them relieve stress and stay in good health.
“We just had (Pennsylvania
System of School Assesments)
tests and my son asked me

catch a Whiff

for a peppermint roller to help him
keep alert through the tests,” Olsen
says.
A certified public accountant, Olsen
works long hours during tax season
and says she always comes down with
“something.” This year, though, was different. With everyday use of essential
oils, Olsen says she stayed healthy.
“I didn’t miss one day. This was the
healthiest tax season I’ve ever had,” she
says.
Fill Bill
In fall 2015, Alwine decided to take her
scents to her classroom, replacing traditional commercial air fresheners with oil
diffusers.
“The natural oils are much better to
use, they are healthier for all of us,” she
says.
Her students quickly started asking to
choose the scents and to have the honor

Third-grade teacher Carrie Alwine’s son
Brayden puts oil in his diffuser at home.

of filling Bill the diffuser with the oils.
“Everyone wants to fill Bill,” Alwine
says.
“We use ‘kid-friendly’ scents that they
will enjoy. The kids really have fun with
it and our classroom smells great.”

Essential oils aren’t new—they
have a long history of being used
by those looking to improve their
mental and physical health.
“Oils have been used since
ancient Egyptian times,” Carrie
Alwine says.
One oil mixture even has an
interesting and sordid backstory
behind its signature scent.
“There is a common oil
sometimes called ‘thieves oil’
because during the bubonic
plague, thieves would rub
themselves with oils so they
couldn’t get sick while they
robbed the houses of those who
have died from the plague,”
Olsen says.
Thieves oil blends clove,
lemon, cinnamon and eucalyptus
oils, the last of which is said to
have antiseptic, antibacterial and
antimicrobial properties.
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Apollo-Ridge

Blazing
the Trail
Fitness path adds another
dimension of wellness
to Apollo-Ridge community
By Kathleen Ganster

Students, school faculty and staff, and
community members can now get more outdoor
exercise thanks to the Apollo-Ridge Community
Fitness Trail, located on the campus of ApolloRidge Middle School and High School.
The trail was a project devised and overseen
by Bob Desiderato, a seventh-grade world history
teacher at Apollo-Ridge School District and the
head coach for the boys and girls track teams.
It all started when Desiderato wanted to provide
a much-needed training space for his students. “I
wanted to get my kids out to run and needed a place
that was fun and safe,” he says.
Paving the Way
Desiderato teamed up with Jeremy Smail, physical education teacher at the High School; Ashley
Coudriet, former elementary school principal; and
history teacher Augie Manifest to lay the groundwork for the trail several years ago.
“I walked every inch of the perimeter of the
campus with a metric wheel, measuring things,
bumping over rocks,” Desiderato says.
The trail evolved over several years as teachers,
students and volunteers worked together to complete the project. The district also received a few
grants to support the intiative, which included posts
to mark the trail along with a limestone pathway.

More online
For more information about the ApolloRidge Community Fitness Trail, and to check
out photos and updates, go to Facebook.com/
Apollo-Ridge-Community-Fitness-Trail208292699197453.

10 SUMME R 201 6
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Student Jacob Clark takes
advantage of the horizontal
ladder along the Apollo-Ridge
Community Fitness Trail, while
student Elijah Eckenrode goes
for a run on the path.

The Fitness
Trail is a
beautiful setting
to encourage
wellness for
students, staff
and community
members.

Apollo-Ridge students Bailey
White, from left Tim Viegas, Nick
Fisher and Waylon Murray take to
the fitness trail for a run.

Thanks to a grant from the Highmark
Foundation, the district was also able
to purchase fitness equipment to set up
along the trail.
In December 2015, the district
installed additional equipment, including a horizontal ladder, parallel bars,
dual exercise bars, a sit-up bench and
uneven bars.
There are also 16 new Born Learning
signs, which invite community members
to engage in activities like jumping jacks,
stepping up and down on a rock, checking heart rate, and doing warm-up and
cool-down exercises. The signs are a way
of thanking donors and inviting community members to use the equipment,
activities and trail.
The sign project was funded with a
grant from the Apollo-Ridge Education
Foundation and written by Matthew
Curci, Apollo-Ridge SD superintendent.
“The Born Learning signs promote
the ability to connect wellness with
learning, and encourage communication
between parents and their children at an
early age,” Curci says. “The Fitness Trail
is a unique feature for a school campus
that we are blessed to have.”
Good for the Community
While the complete trail is 1.1 miles,
there are many natural spots around the
trail that allow for folks to take a smaller
route or only walk part of the trail. The
trail location is also ideal for families
wanting to avoid high-traffic areas for
safety reasons.
“It is a great place to take kids where

Matthew Curci
Apollo-Ridge SD
superintendent

Students Cole Murray, Jake
Tantlinger and Jesse Retallack
left help install the Born Learning
signs along the fitness trail.
The signs invite trail walkers to
engage in fit activities, like jumping jacks, or even just checking
their heart rate.

they can run around and have fun,”
Desiderato says.
Another huge bonus of the trail, according to Desiderato, is its proximity to the
school. Located right outside of the weight
room, the track team members can work
out on the weights then hit the trail for
runs, literally right outside the door.
“We use the weight room a lot and this
is just perfect for us,” he says.
The track team has also started hosting its annual 5K fundraiser on the trail.
“We are lucky to have it right here.
This year we are trying a color run and
the kids are really excited about it,”
Desiderato says.
The trail has been a great addition for
both the students and the community.

“It gets a lot of use and provides an
alternative to some of the other parks
and trails in our area,” Desiderato says.
The trails encourage exercise for all
in a way that’s fun, no matter your fitness level.
“The Fitness Trail is a beautiful setting to encourage wellness for students,
staff and community members,” Curci
says.
“It is such a pleasure to see it in use,
and the addition of the Born Learning
framework and additional fitness stations make it much more than just a
trail. Our student-athletes have taken
advantage of the new equipment to
enhance their training, which has put a
new twist on standard workouts.”
C o m m u n i t y H e a lt h
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Be Prepared

Pennsylvania Department of Health introduces new immunization regulations
By Kathleen Ganster

The start of the new school year
is a stressful time for both parents and
students. Trying to get school supplies,
new clothes or uniforms, books and
making sure all students are up-to-date
on their doctor checkups and vaccinations—there’s a lot going on. While most
of these things can’t really be taken care
of until a month or two before school
starts, there is one thing you can be
aware of and plan for far in advance:
immunizations.
There are going to be some changes
to the immunization regulations for children, but school districts and parents are
going to have a long time to prepare as
the new policies will not take effect until
the 2017-18 school year, says Dr. Karen
Murphy, secretary of health for the
Pennsylvania Department of Health,
“It is a regulatory process that usually
takes a year or so,” she says.
What’s New?
Currently, parents and guardians have
an eight-month period in which to get
their children up-to-date on required
immunizations, as developed by the
Pennsylvania Department of Health and
Pennsylvania Department of Education.
The new policy will reduce that time
frame to five days.
While it is a big change, it is one
designed to protect children, faculty and
staff, as well as the families of the children, Murphy says.
“We are acting in the best interest of
the children and families. We want to
prevent children from exposing other
children and maybe taking home those
illnesses or diseases to other family
members,” Murphy says.
The time period before these regulations kicks in will hopefully allow parents
to review their children’s records, confer
with their pediatricians and get up-todate before it becomes an issue.
Pennsylvania DOH and PDE work
hard to provide pediatricians with the
12 SUMME R 201 6
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Pennsylvania Required Childhood
Immunization Schedule
Students entering kindergarten
are required to have:
➤➤ 4 doses of tetanus (1 dose, age 4)
➤➤ 4 doses of diphtheria (1 dose, age 4)
➤➤ 3 doses of polio
➤➤ 2 doses of measles
➤➤ 2 doses of mumps
➤➤ 1 dose of rubella
➤➤ 3 doses of hepatitis B
➤➤ 2 doses of varicella (chickenpox)
vaccine or history of disease

necessary information so that they can
educate their patients and help parents
stay on top of necessary immunizations.
“Having that extra year to get caught
up on vaccinations should help everyone,” Murphy says.
There’s also an extended media campaign that will help make both school
district officials and families aware of
the changes.

Students entering seventh grade
are required to have:
➤➤ 1 dose of tetanus, diphtheria,
acellular pertussis (Tdap) if five
years have passed since last
tetanus immunization
➤➤ 1 dose of meningococcal
conjugate vaccine

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Health

Why the Change?
Part of the reason for the new mandate
is the rise in some illnesses, like pertussis, also known as whooping cough.
While the illness may only cause discomfort in older children, it can be deadly for
younger children.
“Pertussis can be fatal to a newborn baby,” Murphy says. “We worry
about public health and want to protect

everyone in the families, not just school
children.”
Families may be exempt from immunization regulations for three reasons:
1. For religious reasons
2. For health care concerns, like
children who may have compromised
immune systems
3. For philosophical reasons
These families may complete necessary paperwork available from their
school districts, Murphy says.
The new regulations will place a
greater responsibility on school officials
to stay on top of the required immunization records, but the advance notice
should help them prepare.
Murphy reassures districts and families that the new requirement is in the
best interest of everyone’s health.
“We want Pennsylvania to remain a
leader in protecting our children,” she
says.

We are acting in the best interest
of the children and families. We want
to prevent children from exposing
other children and maybe taking
home those illnesses or diseases to
other family members.
Dr. karen murphy, Pennsylvania Department of Health

724-354-2746 | aidac.org
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Marion Center Area SD

Walk Off the Weight
High school teachers stay in shape by incorporating movement at work
By Kathleen Ganster

Debby Lydick left and
Glenda Cribbs walk the
hallways during lunch
at Marion Center High
School.

Each summer, Glenda Cribbs would lose 10 to 15
pounds while she was on break from her job as a high school
social studies teacher at Marion Center High School. And each
winter, she would gain 15 to 20 pounds back. It was a cycle that
Cribbs grew tired of.
“I was getting heavier and heavier and I decided it was going
to stop,” she says.
Cribbs lost weight in the warm weather months by walking
and biking. But as colder temperatures and busy days of teaching crept in, she would let her exercise routine slip away. Since
she enjoyed walking, Cribbs decided to find a way to maintain her activity during the school year, and, hopefully, keep the
weight off.
Step It Up
For her first step toward permanent fitness, Cribbs bought a
Fitbit to help her stay on track.
14 SUMME R 201 6
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We are good role models for the kids.
When they see us walking down
the halls and staying active, we are
setting a good example for them.
Glenda Cribbs, social studies teacher

“It really helps me become aware of just how much walking
I’m doing,” she says. “It presents you with the hard facts—I can’t
trick myself into thinking I am doing more.”
She took her next step in fall 2015, and began walking during her lunch period. She also enlisted the help of her friend
and fellow teacher, Debby Lydick, who teaches social studies at
the school.
“I was really determined not to gain the weight back this

year,” Cribbs says. “Debby and I help each other be
accountable. It is so easy to just sit there and keep
working. We keep each other walking.”
Cribbs and Lydick have a regular route they follow each day, and they pass the time by talking while
walking.
Not Alone
Cribbs and Lydick aren’t the only ones who have incorporated walking into their daily routines.
“I started walking each morning before school
started this fall, then started walking with Glenda
at lunch,” Lydick says. “There are about 10 of us all
together who walk at various times.”
Lydick sometimes walks with others in the morning for her 30-minute routine, and then joins Cribbs at
lunch. Like Cribbs, Lydick’s walking routine is vital to
her day.
“I love walking. It makes my day. If I can’t get it in,
I get frustrated,” Lydick says.
Lydick uses a personal fitness tracking device as
well and has recently increased her daily step goal to
12,500.
“I hope to increase it to 15,000 fairly soon,” she says.
If she doesn’t get all of her steps in during the day,

I love walking. It makes my day.
If I can’t get it in, I get frustrated.
Debby Lydick, social studies teacher

Lydick walks around her neighborhood at night.
Cribbs uses other tricks during her days to help her
stay active.
“I never sit down while teaching,” Cribbs says. “I
walk back and hand each paper back to each student.”
Cribbs also uses her planning period to take a
10-minute walk down the long hallway while grading
papers.
“I put the papers on a clipboard and just head down
the hall,” Cribbs says.
Students passing in the hall have become used to
seeing Cribbs walking around.
“They always joke, ‘Mrs. Cribbs, don’t run into me,’”
she says.
Not only do Cribbs and Lydick say they feel better
because of their walking regimen, they’re also helping
set a good example for the students.
“We are good role models for the kids,” Cribbs says.
“When they see us walking down the halls and staying
active, we are setting a good example for them.”

Discover Personalized Care Services at St. Andrew’s Village
St. Andrew’s Village is Indiana County’s only Continuing Care
Retirement Community with a 131 bed health center offering
short term rehab, long term care and memory support.
Services designed to meet your needs:
• PT/OT six days a week
• Newly renovated neighborhoods each offering a country
kitchen, dining room and living area
• Aromatherapy to decrease anxiety levels and increase well
being without the use of medications
• On staff Medical Director and physicians
• Partnering with Veterans Affairs to help residents
obtain benefits

Focused
on Your
Success!

For more information, contact Nikki Blystone at 724-464-1608

www.standrewsvillage.org
1155 Indian Springs Road • Indiana, PA 15701

Helping you achieve
your wellness goals!
It is our policy to admit residents without regard
to race, color, national origin, age, ancestry, sex,
religious creed, handicap or disability.
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The

Opioid
EPIDEMIC
How we’re taking a stand
against opioid and heroin abuse
at the national, state and local levels
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enforcing New Rules
The CDC issues new recommendations to combat opioid abuse By Erin Golden

Until recently, it was routine for
many patients complaining of pain to
get sent home from the doctor’s office
with a prescription for weeks’ worth of
painkillers. But now, new guidelines
released this spring by the U.S. Centers
for Disease Control are aiming to make
those practices a thing of the past.
After a years-long spike in deaths
from opioid addiction and overdoses,
CDC officials are stepping in to limit
access to heavy-duty painkillers like
OxyContin, Percocet and Vicodin.
Overuse of those drugs is often a precursor to heroin use, which has spiked in
recent years. In 2014, the United States
hit a new record: More than 28,600 people died of opioid-related causes.
The new guidelines won’t affect
patients who are prescribed painkillers
after cancer treatment, or those receiving end-of-life care. Instead, the CDC is
focusing on drugs prescribed by primary
care doctors.
What’s Changing?
One key change: Doctors will now be
encouraged to start patients on shorteracting pain solutions, like ibuprofen,
before moving on to more serious drugs.
And if opioid pain medications are
needed, the CDC says doctors should
prescribe just three days’ worth of medicine, instead of a week’s worth or more.
Jennifer Pruskowski, an assistant
professor at the University of Pittsburgh
School of Pharmacy and a palliative
care clinical pharmacy specialist at the

The way the CDC wrote this, it’s a way
for the clinicians to circle back with you
and see how are we doing in regards to your pain.
Jennifer Pruskowski, university of pittsburgh medical
center palliative care clinical pharmacy specialist

University of Pittsburgh Medical Center,
says the changes will force doctors to
personalize their pain management recommendations for patients, and consider
other alternatives.
“The way the CDC wrote this, it’s a
way for clinicians to circle back with you
and see how are we doing in regards to
your pain,” Pruskowski says. “Are you
able to play with your grandchildren or
take a walk with your wife?”
The recommendations also call for
doctors to check prescription databases
to ensure patients aren’t getting more of
the drugs elsewhere. They are also asked
to spend more time going over the risks
and benefits of different types of pain
management with patients.
Finding Alternatives
Pruskowski says it makes sense to look
closer at the effects of opioid use on pain
and on individual patients, though she
says doctors face a tough task in figuring out how much pain people are in. She
says medical professionals need more
training in pain and pain management to
make the right calls.
“It can be very difficult to ensure that

the opiates they are using are working,”
Pruskowski says.
“If doctors give you a blood pressure
medication, you can expect your blood
pressure to go down, and you can measure it. Pain is not like that.”
The recommendations, she says, could
help encourage people to try alternative
pain relief strategies, including physical
therapy and acupuncture, which some
people find very effective.
The challenge with these alternate
techniques, Pruskowski says, is that they
often take more time to be effective than
prescription medications. Plus, many
insurance companies are more likely to
cover drugs than alternative therapies.
Patients can benefit by trying something different, if they’re willing to put in
the effort and understand that the doctor will not just write a prescription and
send them on their way. Most people are
used to getting medicinal help.
“If you go to your physician and you
are in pain, it’s difficult to wrap your
head around the fact that there are other
things than medication,” Pruskowski
says. “We do a great job of advertising all
these pills.”
C o m m u n i t y H e a lt h
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Taking Up Arms
Apollo residents form coalition to fight heroin and opioid epidemic
By Kathleen Ganster

Drugs know no boundaries. There are people from every walk of life,
every region, and every background that are affected by drugs.
We want to do something about it.
Mayor Jeff Held, Apollo

The heroin and opioid epidemic has left no town
untouched. According to the U.S. Centers for Disease
Control, the rate of deaths from drug overdoses increased
by 137% from 2000 to 2014. Deaths from opioid overdoses,
including opioid pain relievers and heroin, have seen an alarming 200% increase. In 2015 in Armstrong County alone, there
were 29 deaths due to drug overdoses, according to County
Commissioner Pat Fabian.
“They say it is an epidemic, but some would call it a pandemic,” Fabian says.
Now, some Apollo residents are fighting back. They’ve
decided to face the epidemic head-on with hope of reducing
those numbers. A group of concerned citizens, elected officials
and health care providers formed the Residents Against Illicit
18 SUMME R 201 6
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Drugs alliance. It is led by Apollo borough Mayor Jeff Held.
“Drugs know no boundaries,” Held says. “There are people
from every walk of life, every region, and every background that
are affected by drugs. We want to do something about it.”
Uniting for a Cause
RAID is a purely grassroots effort, Held says. The idea for the
alliance was sparked after a community anti-drug rally saw a
dismal turnout. Held and other members of the community
decided to band together in late 2014 to create a committee
to figure out how they could address and find solutions to the
drug problem.
The day before the meeting, there was a surprise drug raid in
town—something Held thinks helped the group’s cause.

were caused by drug overdose
in Armstrong County in 2015.

“There were lots of drugs, lots of weapons and lots of cash,”
he says. “I think that was one reason we got a good turnout. If
we had had three people show up I would have been happy, but
we had 18.”
That core group eventually evolved into RAID, a community action group, as Held calls them. RAID works closely with
county officials, law enforcement, drug and alcohol counselors,
and other community groups, and many of RAID’s members
actually work for those entities. The group has two types of
members: laypeoplewho do a lot of the groundwork, and the
affiliate members, those from various roles in government, law
enforcement and social service agencies.
“We are all shareholders in this community and if we work
together, we work better,” he says.
Held estimates RAID currently has about 35 members who
attend the monthly meetings.
“We always have a ‘moment of learning’ when we have one
of our experts talk about an issue. We are constantly trying to
educate,” he says.
Roles of RAID
The group has two major goals.
“The first is to get the message to the
people, to create awareness about the drug
problem,” Held says.
“When we are talking about the problem, often people will say, ‘Can you teach
me more?’ and ‘I’m concerned about a family member. I need to
know what to look for,’” Held says.
RAID has been diligently working to spread its message,
often attending public events and community days and providing programming to other organizations. It can help hand out
information or connect organizations with speakers from its
affiliate members and assist with other activities.
Additionally, RAID also provides support for those who
need help, whether it is for themselves or for a loved one.
“We can then match them to one of our affiliate members
who have the resources to provide the necessary services,”
Held says.
importance of togetherness
Scott Kifer, senior pastor of the House of Hope Family Worship
Center in Vandergrift, is one of the community members who is
joining in the fight. He and his church have united with RAID.

See It Spread
In January, The New York Times published an
analysis of the drug epidemic, chronicling its growth across
the United States from 2003 to 2014. Read the full story at
NYTi.ms/1U9HCz4.
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29 deaths

Residents Against Illicit Drugs, or RAID, educates the public about heroin and
opioid use. They meet monthly, and also set up at public events to help spread
awareness. Pictured is RAID’s booth at the Apollo Bicentennial Pig Roast in
fall 2015.

“We came to an agreement as a church as a whole to partner
with RAID. No one entity can take on this fight alone. We must
work together,” Kifer says.
In his role as a faith and community leader, Kifer has seen
firsthand the devastating consequences of drug addiction. A
former cocaine addict, he has also faced his own battles.
“I have been there,” he says. “Now I have two children, I live
in this community. This drug problem affects everyone.”
RAID operates on private donations and small grants for
now, but Held plans on filing for 501(c)(3) nonprofit status so it’s
eligible for other grants and funding.
As RAID and its members move forward, Held hopes to also
share their work and ideas to help other communities.
“Everyone doesn’t have to reinvent the wheel. We have to
work on this problem together,” he says.
C o m m u n i t y H e a lt h
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HOPE is Here

Local FBI field office partners with schools and community
to prevent heroin addiction
By Kathleen Ganster

During Student
Recognition Day,
the FBI Pittsburgh
Field Office, special agent in charge
Scott Smith far left
and community
outreach specialist Kelly Wesoloksy,
far right recognized
Burrell School
District students
as the winners of
the pilot video PSA
contest Speak Out
to Save Lives.

Heroin and opioid use in Western Pennsylvania
is on the rise, and it’s not stopping—at least not on its own.
According to a 2015 story by TribLive, the number of people
in Armstrong County who died from drug overdose rose from
17 in 2014 to 21 in 2015. And, according to WTAE Channel 4,
the number of drug overdose deaths in neighboring Allegheny
County rose from 307 in 2014 to 349—almost one death daily—
in 2015. In 2014, southwestern Pennsylvania led the state in
overdose deaths.
Now, the local FBI field office is partnering with several key
community stakeholders to work together in the fight against
the drug epidemic. Their strategy: HOPE, the Heroin Outreach

More online
For more information about the Heroin Outreach
Prevention and Education, or HOPE, initiative and the Speak
Out to Save Lives public service announcement video contest,
go to FBI.gov/pittsburgh/news-and-outreach/in-yourcommunity. And check out the PSA contest submissions.
CommunityHealthMagazine.com
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Prevention and Education initiative.
“We can’t take the ‘head in the sand approach’ any longer if
we want to fight this,” says Ian Magness, Freeport Area School
District superintendent and member of the HOPE initiative.
“We have to be proactive.”
Shocking Realization
The FBI’s Pittsburgh Field Office tracks heroin and opioid use
in the Western Pennsylvania area, and they have been monitoring the frightening rise, says its community outreach specialist
Kelly Wesoloksy.
They discovered that the average age for first time opioid
users was between 12 and 17, a fact that heightened the urgency
for finding new ways to address the issue.
“We immediately realized we were not going to arrest, prosecute or incarcerate our way out of this,” Wesoloksy says. “We
needed a comprehensive and collaborative community-based
approach to combat what had now become a pandemic. We
knew that we needed to do something immediate.
“There is no cure for heroin addiction so we really want to

e
Th
Opioid
epidemic

Students who created video PSAs were asked
to be part of a Student Working Group to
advise the HOPE initiative on how to raise
awareness among their peers.

raise awareness to prevent it before it begins, to stop it before it
begins.”
The goal of the HOPE program is to engage stakeholders
from the community, using their unique perspective to develop
broad-based solutions to combat this fast-growing problem.
The FBI has partnered with educators from the area’s intermediate units and leaders like Magness, along with local, state and
federal law officials; representatives from treatment and rehabilitation facilities; and members of the media.
“It’s really a comprehensive group,” Magness says. “They
wanted to bring together people who are facing this issue to
get to the root of the problem and find the best methods of
prevention.”
HOPE in Motion
HOPE launched in August 2015 with two initiatives: to host a
video public service announcement video contest sponsored by
the FBI Citizen’s Academy Alumni Association, and to create a
curriculum for middle and high schools that addresses heroin
and opioid use.
“We hope to have (the curriculum) available for the 2016-17
school year. Schools would have the option of using the curriculum through their intermediate units,” Wesoloksy says.
The pilot video PSA contest, Speak Out to Save Lives, was
launched in fall 2015, with four local districts submitting short
videos about the drug epidemic.
The results were exactly what HOPE was aiming for.
Students from Burrell, Franklin Regional, Kiski and Norwin
school districts created films for the contest, with Burrell taking home the prize.
“They were phenomenal. We knew they would be good, but

Overdose Death
Rate: 2007 to 2011
Accidental drug poisoning
per 100,000 population
Allegheny, Armstrong, Mercer
and Lawrence Counties all
exceeded the statewide average of 12.7 overdose deaths in
Pennsylvania, with 16.8, 13.4,
15.5 and 15, respectively. Butler
and Indiana counties were at or
below the statewide average.

we had no idea how good,” Magness says. “We wanted to use
social media and felt that students addressing students would
be more effective than just all of us doing it.
“As an educator, having students do this project was really
close to my heart. Educators are on the front line. It is in our
vested interest to be involved in this problem. We want to help
the families faced with this terrible disease.”
As the project moves forward, Magness and Wesoloksy hope
more schools get involved, entering the video PSA contest and
implementing the curriculum.
“We want to empower students to lead the way forward to
tomorrow’s solution based on their unique insights and capabilities,” Wesoloksy says.
C o m m u n i t y H e a lt h
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