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In US, an Epidemic of Prescription Drug Abuse 
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with an overdose patient 

at a hospital emergency 

room in Visalia, 
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their patients already are 

taking.  
 
 

 

 

 

This is the VOA Special English Health Report. 

Officials in the United States say deadly abuse of painkillers and other 

prescription drugs has reached epidemic levels. More than thirty-six thousand 
people died from drug overdoses in two thousand eight, the latest year available. 

That was almost as many as from road crashes. 

More than half of the overdoses involved drugs that need a doctor's approval. 
And three-fourths of those deaths involved what are called opioid pain relievers. 

These include drugs like methadone; morphine; hydrocodone, also known as 
Vicodin; and oxycodone, or OxyContin. 

Death rates from prescription drugs were highest among people forty-five to 
fifty-four years old. 

A recent government report said painkiller deaths more than tripled in the past 

decade. They now top the number of heroin and cocaine deaths combined. The 
Obama administration released a plan last year to try to deal with the problem. 

VOA Special English is a daily news and information service for 
English learners. Read the story and then do the activities at 

the end. MP3s of stories can be found at voaspecialenglish.com 

http://voaspecialenglish.com/
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Some abusers seek help at places like the Malibu Beach Recovery Center near 

Los Angeles. They learn yoga and other ways to deal with anxiety, stress and 
pain. Yoga teacher Shannon Scott herself formerly abused Vicodin and the anti-

anxiety pill Xanax. 

SHANNON SCOTT: "Vicodin was a stimulant for me. So I also used Vicodin as 
something to, you know, get my engine going and carry me through the day. And 

then my Xanax would, you know, balance me out and bring me down and relax 
me." 

Joan Borsten heads the center. She says stopping is difficult because the drugs 
change the body's chemistry. 

JOAN BORSTEN: "In the case of pain pills, the body has stopped producing its 

natural defenses to pain, and they just have to have more and more and more 
and more, and finally there's nothing else to take." 

Around the country, special drug courts work with addicts to get them counseling 
and treatment. Mary Ann Gunn is a retired drug-court judge. She now appears on 

"Last Shot With Judge Gunn," a television program that shows the effect of drugs 
on users and their families. 

MARY ANN GUNN: "For instance, in nineteen ninety-nine, the big problem was 

methamphetamine. And it was a cancer, if you will, throughout our country. And 
we have addressed that and are continuing to address it. And more and more 

over the years we began to see people being addicted to prescription drugs." 

James Adams is a pharmacologist at the University of Southern California in Los 

Angeles. He says millions of people live with pain, much of it from arthritis 
caused by obesity and aging. 

JAMES ADAMS: "And it's a real tough problem for a doctor because here you've 

got a patient with chronic pain, and these patients know exactly how to get what 

they want. And if that doctor doesn't give it to them, they just go to the next 
doctor." 

He says many patients may be able to manage their pain if they lose weight and 

get exercise and physical therapy. Another solution: California and many other 
states have registries. These tell doctors and pharmacists what potentially 

dangerous drugs their patients are already taking. 

 Now do the worksheet ... 
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Level: beginner - intermediate  

Time:  20 -30 minutes    

 

This worksheet will help you learn new vocabulary about prescription drugs. You will answer 

questions about prescription drug abuse, and write a short paragraph about whether this is a 

problem in your country. 

 

1.  Write the word from the word box next to its definition below.  

  

abuse         addict   epidemic          overdose 

 

a. a sudden quickly spreading occurrence of something harmful or 

unwanted___________________________________ 

b. a person who is not able to stop taking 

drugs___________________________________ 

c. the act of using too much of a drug, alcohol, etc. 

___________________________________ 

d. an amount of a drug that is too much and usually dangerous 

___________________________________ 

 

2. What is a prescription drug? 

[  ] a drug that you buy on the street  

[  ] a drug that a doctor gives you 

  [  ] a drug that is very dangerous 

 

3.  What is chronic pain? 

  [  ] a sudden, sharp pain 

  [  ] pain that continues for a long time 

 

4.  Look at the title of the article: In US, an Epidemic of Prescription Drug Abuse. What is the 

article about? 

[  ] people are buying too many dangerous drugs on the street 

[  ] people are using too many prescription drugs 

[  ] people are selling too many drugs 

5.  How many people died from drug overdoses in 2008?  ______________________ 

How many of these deaths were because of prescription drugs?  _______________ 
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6.  What age were most people who died from an overdose of prescription drugs? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

7. Why do some abusers learn yoga? 

  [  ] so they can better feel the drug’s effects 

[  ] to deal with anxiety, stress, and pain  

[  ] to get more prescription drugs 

8.  Where does Joan Borsten work? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

9.    Why does Joan Borsten say that it is difficult to stop taking drugs? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

10.   What advice does James Adams give to patients who want to manage their pain? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 OVER TO YOU 

Is prescription drug abuse a problem in your country? How do you think the problem could be helped? 

Write 5-8 sentences explaining your answer.  

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 
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ANSWER KEY 

 

1. epidemic, addict, abuse, overdose  

 

2.  a drug that a doctor gives you 

   

3.  pain that continues for a long time 

 

4.  people are using too many prescription drugs 

 

5.  more than 36,000; more than half 

 

6.  45-54 

 

7.  to deal with anxiety, stress, and pain  

 

8.  the Malibu Beach Recovery Center 

9.  She says stopping is difficult because the drugs change the body's chemistry. 

10.  He says many patients may be able to manage their pain if they lose weight and get exercise 

and physical therapy.   

 


