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Carbon County student substance abuse and problem behaviors on par with state
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Based on a University of Wyoming study released late last year, Carbon County middle school and high school student substance use and problem behaviors are about even with state rates.

“That’s something to celebrate,” said Eric Canen, the survey’s principal investigator. “At least you’re not poking your head up saying, ‘I have a big issue compared to the state’ — there doesn’t seem to be one.”

Canen, of the Wyoming Survey & Analysis Center, presented data from the 2010 Prevention Needs Assessment to a group of about 20 Thursday in Rawlins. The audience included representatives from both Carbon County school districts, nonprofits and other agencies.

The student survey, funded through the state Health Department, primarily examines sixth-, eighth-, 10th and 12th-grade substance abuse and problem behaviors, but also deals with attitudes, beliefs and perceptions.

Read summary reports and use interactive graphs to compare specific data sets at http://wysac.uwyo.edu/pna.

2010 results

Sixth- and eighth-grade inhalant use and 12th-grade chewing tobacco use were the most conspicuous statistics in Carbon County, Canen said.

Carbon County’s 30-day inhalant use rates were 4 and 9 percent for sixth- and eighth-graders, versus a statewide 4 and 7 percent. County lifetime use was 12 and 20 percent for sixth- and eighth graders, versus a statewide 11 and 16 percent.

“When I first came across this, I was somewhat surprised,” Canen said. “But I’m seeing this over and over again across the state in many counties.”

Although chewing tobacco doesn’t make the top three substances of the survey’s 13 for lifetime use in either the county or the state, it placed third highest for 30-day use at 18 percent for both.

“It’s extremely interesting … is chewing tobacco arrives at the top in 12th-grade,” Canen said. “I haven’t seen this in very many counties.”

The tracking of chewing tobacco, he added, is included in the survey to see if lower cigarette-use numbers indicated a shift to smokeless tobacco.



Numbers in context

Multiple indicators for Carbon County student alcohol and cigarette use show decline in lifetime use or use in the last 30 days.

“Overall, how things have changed in Carbon County, we’ve seen multiple improvements, especially in alcohol-related rates,” Canen said, adding, “There have also been areas where we’ve seen a reduction, but seem to be maintaining in the last few years.”

Trends were pulled from a comparison of the 2010 survey with 2004, 2006 and 2008 results, as well as an average thereof. Canen set the bar for meaningful difference between years at 15 percentage points.

Although chewing tobacco use indicators appear to be rising for multiple grades, Canen said they haven’t passed the litmus test for statistically significant change in most areas.

“There’s going to be fluctuation year to year; that’s just going to happen,” Canen said, discussing variance at large. “Some of that may be real change, and some of that might just be a different cohort or how they answered. That’s why I set the bar so high.”

Response

Most of the questions raised during Canen’s presentation involved statistical significance and variables.

The Prevention Needs Assessment had a 71-percent statewide and 79-percent Carbon County response rate. Canen discussed mechanisms in place for insuring the accuracy of student responses, including multiple consistency rubrics and thresholds.

Following a question about Carbon County’s boom and bust cycle, Canen spoke to pragmatic issues posed by examining each community’s concerns at a state level.

“I’m presenting descriptive statistics,” Canen said. “When you start talking about, ‘How does this variable affects the other variables?’ that is something we could talk about investigating for a particular community. … But if I get into those kind of things at the state level, the analysis just quickly explodes.”

The Survey & Analysis Center may be able to arrange additional studies, Canen added.

Moreover, should school superintendents OK their release, Prevention Needs Assessment data is available at the school district level.

Sally Patton, Project Prevention co-coordinator, voiced concern about the county’s chewing tobacco trends and cited a need for additional educational programming.

Louie Kochanskyj, HEM Junior Senior High School parent-teacher coordinator, discussed ways to integrate substance-related programming into existing classes.

“There are only so many hours in a day, but if you can cover these topics in a regular classroom, that’s no longer an excuse,” Kochanskyj said. “Maybe you look at the chemical structure of alcohol and drugs in chemistry class, or whatnot. We have to be creative.”

Canen said survey statistics may prove useful for obtaining grants.

“When you go to a state or federal agency, you can say, ‘Here’s our need and here’s our source.’ You can show them it’s not just pulled out of the air,” Canen said, echoing his introduction to the presentation. “This information affects lives and communities. … It’s important to me this report doesn’t just sit in a drawer somewhere.”
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