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Understanding pharmacotherapy requires a solid grasp of how substance use disorders affect the brain and central nervous system (CNS). Because many AOD counselors find pharmacotherapy one of the more challenging areas of the certification exam, a step-by-step learning approach can make the material easier to understand, retain, and apply. This card game was designed especially for kinesthetic learners who benefit from hands-on activities and interactive learning. It offers an engaging and enjoyable way to strengthen knowledge of pharmacotherapy while preparing for the AOD certification exam.
Number of Players
2–4 players
Card Decks
The game includes four color-coded decks. Each deck focuses on a different aspect of pharmacotherapy and substance use disorders:
· Blue Deck: Effects on the Central Nervous System (CNS)
· Orange Deck: Drug Classification Cards
· Yellow Deck: Drug Name Cards
· Green Deck: Integrated Treatment Option Cards
How to Play:
Option #1
The instructor or designated card keeper should shuffle the orange, blue, and green card decks separately and keep them in individual piles. Next, divide the yellow drug name cards evenly among all players.
When the instructor draws a card from the blue deck, players must respond to the prompt on that card. For example, if the blue card instructs players to identify a drug that matches the effects of stimulants on the central nervous system, each player must search their yellow cards for a stimulant. The player must then identify the drug and explain its effects on the central nervous system. Players should be prepared to justify why their selected drug is the correct match based on its pharmacological effects.
Game Play Steps
1. Effects on the Central Nervous System (Blue Deck)
The instructor turns over a card from the Blue Effects on the CNS Deck. For example, if the card identifies stimulants, each player takes a turn selecting a stimulant drug from their Yellow Drug Name Deck. The player must identify the drug and explain how it affects the central nervous system (CNS), including its primary physiological and behavioral effects.
2. Integrated Treatment (Green Deck)
The instructor turns over a card from the Green Integrated Treatment Deck. For example, if the card is Motivational Interviewing (MI), each player takes a turn explaining how MI can be used to treat the substance use disorder associated with the drug they previously selected from the Yellow Drug Name Deck. For example, if the drug is methamphetamine, the player should describe how MI can help increase motivation for change, strengthen commitment to recovery, and reduce stimulant use.
3. Drug Classification (Orange Deck)
The instructor turns over a card from the Orange Drug Classification Deck. For example, if the card identifies opioid-related disorders, each player must locate an opioid drug from their Yellow Drug Name Deck. The player must explain why the drug belongs to the opioid class and describe common physical and/or psychological effects or symptoms associated with opioid use.
Option #2
The instructor or designated card keeper will shuffle each deck separately. Each player receives cards from the orange, yellow, and green decks. The blue deck remains with the instructor.
Game Play Steps
1. The instructor turns over one blue card from the Effects on the CNS deck. This card identifies a drug effect.
2. Players look through their cards to find a match in the yellow, orange, or green decks, depending on the round and instructions given by the instructor. For example, if the instructor reveals a stimulant card, players must identify and lay down a matching stimulant-related card if they have one.
3. The player explains the match. After placing the card down, the player must explain how that drug, drug class, or treatment option relates to the effect on the CNS shown on the blue card.
4. Drug name round:
If a player lays down a yellow drug name card, the player must explain:
· what type of drug it is, and
· how it affects the central nervous system.
5. Drug classification round:
If a player lays down an orange drug classification card, the player must explain:
· the drug class, and
· how drugs in that class affect the CNS.
6. Treatment option round:
If a player lays down a green treatment option card, the player must explain:
· which treatment approach best fits the substance or drug class presented, and
· why is that treatment option appropriate.
Note: More than one treatment option may be correct depending on the substance and the client’s needs.
Goal of the Game
The goal is to help players connect:
· drug names
· drug classifications
· effects on the CNS
· appropriate treatment options
By repeatedly matching cards and explaining their choices, players reinforce pharmacotherapy concepts, improve recall, and build confidence for the AOD certification exam.
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