
School-community partnerships are an effective and equity-oriented strategy for supporting 
student well-being and reducing substance use and related harms. Research consistently 
shows that when schools collaborate with community-based mental health, substance use, 
public health, and social and cultural service providers, youth experience improved access to 
care, earlier identification of needs, and better psychosocial outcomes. Integrated models, 
such as collaborative care teams, community-supported prevention programs, and research-
practice partnerships, are associated with improvements in youth functioning, reduced 
trajectories of substance use, and decreased reliance on crisis or hospital -based services. 
Importantly, these approaches shift responsibility away from schools acting alone and toward 
shared, coordinated systems of care that are more responsive to the complex social and 
developmental needs of children and youth.

The quality and intentionality of partnerships matter. Effective school community partnerships 
are characterized by shared goals, clear roles, evidence -informed programming, and 
meaningful engagement of students and families. In practice, this may include co-located 
mental health clinicians, shared data and communication protocols, joint professional 
development, or coordinated referral pathways that reduce barriers for students and their 
families/caregivers. Whole-school interventions supported by community partners have 
demonstrated modest but sustained reductions in substance use and improvements in student 
well-being. Research-practice partnerships also improve the implementation fidelity of 
programming as well as its cultural relevance, increasing the likelihood that interventions are 
feasible, acceptable, and sustainable in school settings.

Within First Nations, Métis, and Inuit contexts, the evidence strongly reinforces the 
importance of community-led, culturally grounded partnerships. Research on substance use 
interventions for Indigenous youth consistently identifies cultural connectedness, community 
relationships, and Indigenous knowledge systems as central protective factors. Programs 
developed in partnership with Indigenous communities, including those that incorporate land-
based learning, storytelling, Elders’ involvement, and strengths -based approaches, are 
associated with improved well-being and reductions in substance use risk. Rather than 
focusing solely on individual behaviour change, these approaches emphasize culture as a 
source of healing, identity, and belonging. Partnerships with Indigenous communities must be 
grounded in principles of self-determination and reciprocity; these are not extractive 
relationships in which schools draw upon Indigenous knowledge, but collaborative ones 
where Indigenous communities lead.

School-Community Partnerships
How can school partnerships with community organizations, peer workers, 
and culturally responsive services enhance students’ substance use health?
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