
Helping Your 
Child Safely Take 
Prescription Pain 
Medicine: 
The Caregiver’s Guide  

This guide will help you: 

�� Understand how prescription opioid medicines 
help with pain

�� Understand the dangers of opioids

�� Talk to your child’s doctor about your child’s pain

�� Give your child opioids safely

�� Store opioids safely

What are Opioids?
Opioids are strong pain medicines that you can only 
get with a doctor’s order (prescription), including 
hydrocodone, oxycodone, hydromorphone, and 
morphine.

Opioids help control your child’s pain because they 
keep your child’s brain from getting pain messages 
sent by nerves in your child’s body. 

Sadly, some people do not use opioids the way doctors 
tell them to. And, some people get addicted even if 
they take them the right way. Hundreds of people die 
from opioid overdose each day. 

Your child’s doctor may give them an opioid to take 
after surgery. It is important to follow these safety tips 
if you give your child opioids. 

What are the dangers of taking opioids?

All medicines can have side effects. Call your child’s 
doctor if a side effect is causing your child problems. 
Common side effects of opioids include:

� Sleepiness �   Constipation 

� Itching  �   Upset stomach 

These are not usually dangerous when you follow the 
directions for taking opioids.

If your child has to be on opioids for a longer than 
several days or so, there are other risks. These include:

�� Tolerance (needing more opioid for the same 
pain relief) 

�� Physical dependence (having flu-like symptoms 
when your child stops taking the opioid) 

�� Addiction (when someone craves the medicine 
so much that they keep taking it even when it 
hurts their health, relationships, or money). A 
teen or adult addicted to opioids may:

 � Want to get more when the prescription runs 
out (they may even lie to a doctor to get 
more)

 � Do inappropriate or risky things they would 
not normally do (such as buy and use street 
drugs)

 � Try to get opioids from a friend or family 
member

 � Steal opioids

To give your child opioids as safely as possible, please 
follow the Opioid Safety Checklist on the next page as 
well as information in this guide. 

Opioid Safety Checklist

�� Only give opioids to the person they were 
prescribed for.

�� Only give your child opioids for the reason they 
were ordered.

�� Do not give your child any more opioids than 
your doctor tells you. You can always give less if 
other ways of relieving pain work (like Tylenol or 
ibuprofen).

�� Keep a medicine log. Tell your child’s doctor how 
your child is doing with their pain and how the 
medicines are helping.

�� Store opioids in a locked cabinet away from 
children, relatives, and visitors.

�� Keep track of how much medicine is in the 
container. This way, you know if someone else is 
taking the medicine.

�� Safely get rid of any leftover opioids as soon as 
your child no longer needs them.

How do I work with my child’s doctor to help 
my child manage pain?

Be prepared for your visit. Take these things with 
you:

�� This guide 
�� Your child’s health insurance card
�� Your ID card
�� Make a list of medicines and vitamins your child 
takes here:

Medicine
Dose

# of 
Times

(how much)  per Day

Speak up during your visit.

Use this guide to help you:

�� Ask questions with your child present about any 
new medicines 

�� Write down answers 

New Medicine #1:

Name

What it is for: 

When to start:

Take (# of pills) every hours

As needed �

When to stop:

New Medicine #3:

Name

What it is for: 

When to start:

Take (# of pills) every hours

As needed �

When to stop:

New Medicine #2:

Name

What it is for: 

When to start:

Take (# of pills) every hours

As needed �

When to stop:

New Medicine #4:

Name

What it is for: 

When to start:

Take (# of pills) every hours

As needed �

When to stop:



What common side effects could 
there be?

What number do I call if there are bad 
side effects or my child’s pain is not at 
a level they can handle? 

When do I help my child switch 
to non-prescription pain medicine 
like ibuprofen, acetaminophen, or 
naproxen?

Should my child take this medicine on 
an empty stomach or with food? 

What activities (like driving), foods, 
drinks, or other medicines should 
my child avoid while they take this 
medicine? 

My Child’s Medicine Log
Every time you give your child medicine:

�� Check the time. Make sure you do not give it 
earlier than you should.

�� Check the dose. Read the label to make sure you 
give the right amount.

�� Use a medicine cup or dropper to make sure you 
give the right amount. (Ask the drug store if you 
do not have one. Do not use a kitchen spoon.)

�� Write down what medicine you gave your child, 
and when. Use the chart on the next page.

�� Check your child’s pain level. Have your child rate 
their pain from 1 to 10, where 1 is the least pain 
and 10 is the most pain they can imagine. Check 
their pain:

�� Right before you give them pain medicine

�� About 1 to 2 hours after you give them 
pain medicine

Note: Call your child’s doctor if:

�� Your child’s pain is not at a level they can handle 
OR is still 5 or greater 2 hours after taking the pain 
medicine.

�� Your child has a new reaction to their medicine:

�� Feeling scared

�� Having trouble staying awake

�� Being a lot more active than usual

Date Time Medicine Dose

When does my child need emergency care?

Some signs could mean your child is having a serious 
allergic reaction or an overdose. Call 911 or go to the 
emergency department if your child:

�� Starts wheezing
�� Has trouble breathing
�� Has difficulty swallowing
�� Cannot be woken up after taking medicine 

How do I store or get rid of my child’s 
opioids?

�� Always keep medicines locked away from 
anyone else.

�� Never flush or throw away medicine down 
the drain or in garbage (it poisons the water 
and ground).

�� Keep any medicine you are not using locked up 
until you can take it to a local drug take-back site.

�� Take any medicine you are not using to a local 
drug take-back site: https://www.artakeback.org.

Resources
For more information:
Be MedWise Program at NeedyMeds. Use Pain Meds 
Safely. https://bemedwise.org/medication-safety/
pain-management-medications
National Institute on Drug Abuse. (2019) Prescription 
Opioids. https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/
drugfacts/prescription-opioids 
Rutledge, L. (2019) Prescription Drug Abuse 
Prevention Programs. https://arkansasag.gov/
programs/prescription-abuse/

Do you, your child, or someone you 
know have an opioid, alcohol, or other 

drug problem?

Call this number for help: 1-800-662-HELP 
(4357). It is free to call, and they keep your 

information private.
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