
INTRODUCTION
On April 7th, 2010, a Community Conversation was held
at Cider Mill School with over 140 men, women and
teens in attendance.  This important event was made
possible through generous help and sponsorships from
Trackside Teen Center, United Way of Coastal Fairfield
County, Wilton Youth Services, Wilton Youth Council
and the Task Force to Reduce Substance Use Among
Youth.
The primary goal for this gathering was to start a
dialogue about the social scene in Wilton. Once we were
together we addressed:
¥  To what extent has underage drinking and drug use become the norm in the youth social scene in Wilton?
¥  Can social norms change?
¥  What are some strategies that would empower our kids, parents and community in addressing this issue?

This Report to the Community is Wilton Youth CouncilÕs ÒCall to ActionÓ.  Almost 70% of the attendees reported
the nightÕs discussion as very helpful in a followup survey. We are asking all community members to learn more
about substance use and underage drinking and to take action, small or large, to make an impact on this issue.
ÒWhat can be done to address underage drinking?Ó it cannot be successfully addressed by focusing on the youth
alone.

Ò. . .youth drink within the context of a society in which alcohol use is normative behavior
and images about alcohol are pervasive.  Efforts to reduce underage drinking, therefore,
need to focus on adults and must engage society at large.Ó   -- National Academy of Sciences Report

WHY FOCUS ON UNDERAGE DRINKING
More youth drink than smoke tobacco or use other illegal drugs .  This is true across the country and here in
Wilton.  Underage drinking poses many acute and long term risks.  Traffic accidents/fatalities, injuries,
cognitive impairment, addiction, and the related risks of violence, suicide and educational failure are some of
the problems that can arise with underage drinking.

Reducing and preventing underage drinking is critical to securing a healthy future for our youth.  If we are
concerned about their health and well being we need to do everything possible to discourage them from
drinking at this point in their lives. There are also research studies linking alcohol use as a ÒgatewayÒ drug to
more serious substance use.

Through action  we can reduce and help prevent underage drinking and substance use, and associated risks .

WHAT WILTON YOUTH ARE SAYING ABOUT UNDERAGE DRINKING
Here are a few facts from responses to a Youth Survey taken among Wilton students (7 th - 12th grades) in 2007*:

!  Across all grades, middle and high school, greater percentages of youth report drinking alcohol than
using tobacco products or other drugs  (and this is being done at levels higher than the state and
national averages)



!  24% of 11th grade students drank 3 or more days within the last month.

!  55% of 12th grade students drank 3 or more days within the last month

!  Over 85% of Juniors and 95% of Seniors said it was easy to get alcohol when they want

!  As youth get older they feel their parents see alcohol use in a less negative light, that itÕs only a little
bit wrong or not wrong at all.  Between 8th and 12th grade this perception increases from 10% to 55%
(despite this perception, over 95% of middle and high school parents in Wilton believe there is moderate
to great risk associated with their teens drinking 1-2 times per week)

!  The majority of teens have positive relationships with their parents.  Over 70% enjoy spending time with
their parents and over 80% report feeling very close to their parents.  Research has shown parents to be
the #1 influence in their childrenÕs lives.

Survey data like this can help us begin to create a picture of alcohol use and perceptions about that use among
youth in our community, and offer some clues about how to address the problem.  For a more complete picture
we also need to consider other data, reports and community perceptions.  Our recent Community Conversation
offered us a window into the communityÕs perceptions about underage drinking and the social scene in Wilton.
* full results of the survey are available online at www.positivedirections.com

WHAT WE LEARNED FROM THE WILTON COMMUNITY CONVERSATION

What the problem looks like

Attendees were asked their feedback on two short survey questions:
1) Please rate the possible contributing factors to substance use among

youth. The three leading answers by those attending the conversation
were Lack of Alternatives, Poor Role Modeling by Adults, and Easy
Availability.

   2)   Please rate the following possible resulting problems from substance use
by youth.  The top three answers for this question were Drinking and Driving,
Addiction and Teen Parties where Drinking Occurs.

During the breakout phase, parents, youth, and community members divided
up into 10 groups to engage in discussion to answer the three questions posed
for the evening.  Here is a summaryÉ.
To what extent is underage drinking and drug use becoming a social norm?
Rather than affirming a yes or no answer, groups talked about the degree drinking and drug use is happening in
the town and among whom.

There seemed to be an agreement that a social norm existed at the upper grade levels (11th/12th) for
drinking and illegal substances used every weekend, as this age group is more independent and parents have
less control with less knowledge of what and where their kids are going/doing (as this is associated with
driving).

Reasons that appear to underlie use in this age group is Òwork hard and party hardÒ, Òpeer pressureÒ,
ÒimageÒ,Òcalming nerves or enhancing performanceÒ and a feeling that Òthey can drink the night before and
still perform the next day (whereas it is not the case with drug use)Ò.

Younger grades/youth have impressions of older kids drinking based on things they see and hear,
such as the behavior at a recent RAVE at Trackside, the hearsay ÒknowledgeÒ of the Òdrug hallwayÒ and
Òpot bathroomÒ at the high school, and pictures on Facebook of parties that identify groups of kids using
alcohol. It is also ÒapparentÒ to 8th graders that chewing tobacco is prevalent among high school athletes.

There appeared to be a perception that despite clear and strong school rules about alcohol and drug
use, the high school does not have an active enforcement policy;  that Òteachers donÕt do anything about it
and/or the faculty doesnÕt have time to police this behaviorÒ.

Can Social Norms Change?
We heard a variety of answers and feedback to this question, but the overwhelming majority answeredÉ.



ÒYESÓ:
¥  Significant change can be made by having ¥  We are learning more about the medical affects
parents stop allowing drinking at their homes and showing this to kids help change norms.

¥  Change can take place easier in a group ¥  ItÕs all about choices

¥  Siblings need to set a better example or realize ¥  The more comfortable you are with your circle of
that they have influence on their younger sibs. friends, the less likely you are tempted to experiment

¥  High school kids and athletes need to be more ¥  Kids in certain positions, such as captains of teams,
proactive as role models. have influence

¥  Find a way to teach how you can be social without ¥  To change norms, we should identify the
using.  Shift the norm from using and being popular motivation, educate in schools, and increase
to drugs being NOT popular parent supervision.

¥  Communication needs to go both ways, kids need ¥  Create more groups for kids where there is
to listen to parents so they know what we expect acceptance of their positive decision making.
but equally parents need to listen to their kids

¥  People can change, but they need to take the ¥  TV ads about smoking are already affecting
initiative kidÕs views of why it is so bad for you.

ÒNOÒ
¥  Media portrays consuming alcohol as glamourous ¥  Media and music are huge influences.

¥  Fewer parents are smoking which models a good
choice and seems to be having a positive effect on
kids.  However, many continue consuming alcohol
in front of their kids which may be a strong
influence on their kidÕs choices.

What are some strategies to help empower kids, parents and the community?

Youth Focused :
¥  Kids want confidentiality when talking with ¥  Kids need to feel comfortable using tools of
their parents. empowerment.

¥  Need to find a group that doesnÕt partake ¥  Bring back safe rides

¥  Set up a Òcode wordÒ with your parents before
attending parties. Kids can call home and use
word to tell their parents they are in a situation
they want to get out of.

Parent Focused:
¥  The way a parent handles any situation ¥  Kids feel safer when parents are at home and
determines when and how much information check in, however, that isnÕt happening enough.
they will get from their child

¥  Just saying ãjust say noÒ doesnÕt work; give ¥  Parents need to teach responsibility.
reasons when discussing.

¥ Parents need to be more invested in their ¥  Need to get parents to not allow drinking in their
childÕs social scene.  Who are they hanging out homes.  ParentÕs permissiveness is a huge problem.
with who are their parents and what do they
stand for?

¥ Keep kids busy ¥  Have Dinner as a Family

¥ Get on the same page.  Parents should lead
by example.



Parent/School/Community Focused:
¥  Develop strength in kids to believe it is ok ¥  Give students more opportunity to connect with
not to partake other parents or adults who they respect.

¥  Parents need to be more aware of drug use ¥  Increase ways to build self confidence in students
and terms. Hold more classes for parents.

¥  Strict enforcement would help deter use ¥  Have more opportunities for peers to share their
among lower classmen.  Kids need to be made experiences or views.  Let the younger kids hear from
aware of consequences. (medically, legally, the high school student, Òit isnÕt everyoneÒ and Òyou
academically, socially). donÕtÔ have to be a part of itÒ

¥  Continue to educate parents on social host ¥  Build up Red Ribbon week and other events like it.
laws. Hold interactive events.  Promote Ònatural highsÒ.

Share other ways for kids to have ÒfunÒ.

School focused :
¥  Make education on the topic more interesting.  ¥  Can we set up high school support groups to
Use computers.  Take advantage of kids being address issues?  Let kids know it is ok to talk about
visual learners drug/alcohol use and concerns about it.

¥  In school education is not ãseriousÒ enough ¥  Keep freshman forum

¥  Have students view a mandatory presentation ¥  Coaches should enforce rules more.  Hold kids
from a student who was affected.  Be aware of accountable for actions.  School should support
the ãshock valueÒ of accidents and injuries. coaches in this.

¥  Use breathalyzers more, and at the end of dances ¥  There needs to be more consistent message from
too. high school administration.

¥  What is the role of the campus supervisors?
Can they be more helpful in deterring what happens
at the HS?

CONTINUING THE CONVERSATION….WHAT YOU CAN DO
This Community Conversation revealed helpful strategies and ideas we can all embrace separately as parents,
schools, community and youth --  and those we can all do working together.  Wilton Youth Council would like to
see the conversation continue and will endeavor to use this dialogue and information as the tools for future
program and event planning in order to make our ÒCall to ActionÒ meaningful and relevant to the Wilton
Community. This report is part of that effort.

The Wilton Youth Council  is the towns volunteer youth serving organization dedicated to the positive
development of the social and emotional environment of our youth.  We support and sponsor events and
programs which help teens make positive choices toward living alcohol and drug free such as the Youth to Youth
programs at middle school and the high school, Parent Connection programs and events on topics relavent to
raising kids today and the Task Force to Reduce Substance Abuse Among Youth.  All these programs are open
and welcome members from youth and adults.

As you can see, there is much work to do .  We encourage you to participate or become involved in any of the
dynamic organizations serving youth in Wilton.


