Transcript of Participants’ Presentations at
Westport Library’s Community Conversation on 
“Underage Drinking – Who Is Responsible?
October 26, 2010
Held at Bedford Middle School
Facilitated by Nick Rudd

Library Director Maxine Bleiweis welcomed about 140 parents, Staples High School students and other interested members of the community to the Community Conversation, organized by the Library and a committee of volunteers with long-standing links to the issue.  She described the session as investigating further the topic raised at another Library-sponsored Community Conversation one year ago.

Pam Kelley, Prevention Coordinator at Positive Directions, briefly described some ongoing activities around underage drinking organized by her agency and others in the community, noting that a number of resources are available.  At the end of the session, a number of brochures, handouts and other information were made available to participants.

Staples Principal John Dodig reviewed steps that have been taken at Staples since the first Community Conversation and briefly stated his wishes for the session: that others than he take on responsibility for students’ inappropriate behavior with alcohol.  He stated that the Staples students present were members of the Teen Awareness Group (T.A.G.), which focuses on safety, responsibility and autonomy in social situations.

The meeting used “Open Space Technology”, a process for participants to self-organize small group discussions on topics related to the session’s theme before reporting out their conclusions.

Participants proposed a number of topics that were clustered into 12.  They formed small discussion groups, ranging in size from three to 20, for each.  This is a transcript of what each discussion group presented to the large group, mostly by students in each group, shown in the order of their presentation.

At the end of the session, Westport resident and session facilitator Nick Rudd thanked all for participating, saying the best thanks participants could give in return was answering the question – who is responsible for underage drinking – for themselves and then taking responsibility to do something about that in their own lives and those of their families.

A. Understanding the motives behind teenage drinking
· Motives are numerous and include:

· Peer pressure

· Normality

· “Pre-game” -> relaxer?

· Stress-reliever/self-medication

· From school/parents

· Facebook

· Games

· “liquid courage”

· thrill

· Conclusion: high school students feel the need to engage in drinking because it is 

· an emotional connection 

· an unwritten rite of passage 

· provides “liquid courage

· Solution: 

· Stricter consequences

· Open parent/child relationship

B. Parental enabling/Choosing to be the parent and NOT their friend/Parental involvement/Parents who condone drinking and its implications/Parents exaggerating
Ultimately, the parents’ responsibility is to keep their kids safe.  Ways to do that include:

· Enforcing consequences

· Checking in with them when they get home

· Make expectations clear

· Making the decision between saying “no drinking” and “if you are drinking, be safe” and telling your child the consequences

· Forming strong trust – early – between parent and child

C. External pressure/influence (media, peers, etc.)/Implications of social media and how it makes more people part of the issue
· Differentiate between myth and reality: peer pressure is overrated

· Combined pressure

· Parents and students

· Parental influence (positive or negative)

· Mixed messages and hypocrisy

· Adults are not enforcing their own rules (babysitter story)

D. Importance of a strong relationship between parents and kids
· Building trust with parents is crucial
· What is a strong relationship?

· Dinners together/ANY time together – very important

· Comfortable with calling parents (Free Ride Home card)

E. Understanding reality vs. unrealistic implications and is it accepted? 

· Kids have been educated on the topic.

· The two main reasons why kids drink:

· Social pressure and acceptance

· Stress

· Stress is perfectly related to alcohol use – every dimension of activities is competitive

· It’s important to acknowledge managing stress and learn how to deal with stress without drinking. 

· It’s not realistic to expect the eradication of drinking – but let’s address dangerous drinking.

· Kids are uncomfortable calling parents for help when they over-indulge.

· There need to be clear-cut consequences and parents need to follow through

· What to do?

· Parental influence and roles

· Have to get rid of dangerous drinking

F. Code of silence
· There is a code of silence between parents to save their relationships with their kids

· It should be parents’ responsibility to share information

· A team is one unit in which its members trust and look out for each other, providing protection on every level

· Coaches ingrain the “we are family” dynamic from elementary school.  Coaches also need to be part of a conversation, not only regarding loyalty but also moral behavior

· Here to stay

· Peer pressure to maintain it

· From students and some coaches

· Best defense is parent-to-parent communication

· Parents call other kids’ parents at home: ask if they allow drinking

· Build a trusting relationship by saying: I trust and believe in you

· Kids need to feel respect for their parents and feel like their mothers or fathers would kill them

G. Strengthening teens’ self-esteem so they can say “No”
· Top three ways:

· Parents being healthy role models

· Parents’ positive belief in their teen (trust)

· Don’t push your kids to do things they don’t want to.  Instead, support their expectations/goals rather than imposing your own

· Other ways:

· Besides just saying no, give a reason

· Open communication

· Having a “code” with parents and enforcing the code policy

· Call parents at any time

· Once you say no, over and over

· Peer support from your decision

· The more relaxed and trusting the parent, the better (healthier) will be the decisions the kids maek

· Physical affection, calm disposition, praise, ego-building from parent, i.e., “do your best”

· Unconditional acceptance of your teen

· Don’t compare one kid to another

H. Alternatives to drinking-based activities
· Park & Rec day trips, e.g., ski trips, concerts, Lake Compounce, hiking/rafting

· Explore (via Teen Activity Group) why Newtown and Greenwich Teen Centers are reputed to work

· Student-run activities at Staples, e.g., manhunt, dances, quiet night, board games competion

· Related notes:

· Toquet Hall attracts only one type of crowd and isn’t mainstream

· Juniors and seniors drink less than freshmen and sophomores

· Peer pressure drives drinking more than boredom (feel that people will judge you)

· Alcohol is easy to get, with older kids going on runs to other towns

· Opening the Staples gym at night would seem like going to school

· Parents allowing alcohol will keep kids drinking

I. Where are kids getting alcohol/Methods of making it more difficult for students to drink
· Where?

· In Bridgeport and Norwalk

· With or without fake IDs

· From homes or parents, though kids are drinking such large amounts of alcohol that it’s unlikely they are getting it all from parents

· Making it more difficult?

· Make consequences more immediate

· Have access to Facebook accounts and text messages, i.e., trust your kids but be involved and aware

· Parental communication with kids and with other kids’ parents: most parents want to tell other parents not to give kids alcohol.  Make it clear to your kids that accepting alcohol is unacceptable by all standards.

J. Education on drinking-related accidents beyond driving/Humiliation/Consistent consequences
· Make viewing of “Haze” movie at Staples mandatory and take attendance

· (film is available for viewing online – snagfilms.com/films/title/haze/)

· Educate kids about damage to reputation and consequences due to intoxication

· Inform students as well as parents about consequences and consistently reinforce these repercussions (even with varsity athletes)!

K. To what degree is the code of conduct for teams enforced?
· Holding administration, faculty and coaches responsible for enforcement of contract

· Coaches denial (tacit approval)

· Parent denial

· Seems to be a general consensus (among players) that there will be no enforcement

· Who is going to report the behavior?

· What is the point of a code of conduct if it’s not enforced?  Does it give a false sense of security?

L.  Preparing kids for life beyond high school

· Help kids develop a mature perspective before they get out of high school

· Provide parental guidance for the transition

· Distinguish “use” and “abuse”

